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Global and Local (F)Actors in Environmental and Sustainability Education Policies: 
Three Articles on Large School Districts in the United States 
Carine Verschueren 
Multi-Layered Predictors of ESE Policy Adoption 
A growing number of K-12 public school districts in the United States have begun to 
embrace the whole-school approach to environmental and sustainability education through the 
implementation of simultaneous efforts to green their facilities and provide related educational 
programming. This article explores the breadth of this critical approach in the 200 largest school 
districts in the country. In examining policy predictors at the district, municipal, and state levels, 
the study combines National Center for Education Statistics data and information from a 
systematic web scan of school district and municipal websites. Using logistic regression, the 
analysis reveals four main findings. First, school districts under mayoral control are more likely 
to have a policy. Second, the study underscores the interconnectedness of these policies with the 
sustainability efforts of the municipalities they are located in. Third, school districts located in 
large cities are more likely to have a policy. Fourth, support from state educational agencies 
plays a role in advancing a policy. 
The Case of New York City Public Schools 
Within an educational system increasingly focused on test-based accountability, how can 
a local education authority adopt a holistic environmental and sustainability education (ESE) 
policy? What local and global factors and actors shape and inform the creation of such a policy? 
In answering these questions, this article examines the formulation of ESE policy in the New 
York City Department of Education. Based on an analysis of archival documents and 20 expert 
 
interviews, the study draws on the Advocacy Coalition Framework and extends its application by 
adding global and social movement perspectives. In doing so this study finds that external events 
enabled the initial enactment of the policy in 2009, while the practice and local pilots of ESE 
programs substantially informed the reformulation of the policy in 2012. 
Taking the Expected Path vs. Forging Their Own: ESE Policies at DPS and PWCS 
How do similar environmental and sustainability education policies unfold in 
fundamentally distinct locations? This article compares and contrasts environmental and 
sustainability education policies in two school districts: Denver Public Schools and Prince 
William County Public Schools. Although the districts are similar in size and education 
governance (elected school board), the locale of the school district, public opinion, local 
sustainability efforts, and the support at the state level for environmental and sustainability 
education are quite different. Grounded in an extended Advocacy Coalition Framework, the 
study contextualizes the different global, state and local factors and explores the agency of actors 
that shape policy change over time. The research finds that the policy at Denver Public Schools 
is following an expected path influenced by external factors such as the city’s sustainability plan, 
public opinion, and state support in the form of an Environmental Literacy Plan. In contrast, 
gubernatorial influence, and joint action of the sustainability team, parents and students forged a 
pathway to an unexpected policy at Prince William County Public Schools. The study 
strengthens empirical research of subnational environmental and sustainability policies and 




100 RC One Hundred Resilient Cities 
COP21 2015 Paris Climate Conference 
DPS  Denver Public Schools 
EE  Environmental Education 
ESD  Education for Sustainable Development 
ESE  Environmental and Sustainability Education 
FFF  Fridays For Future 
LEA  Local Education Agency 
NAAEE North American Association for Environmental Education 
NY DOE New York City Department of Education 
UN  United Nations 
PWC  Prince William County 
PWCS  Prince William County Public Schools 
SEA  State Education Agency 
UNCED United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
UNEP  United Nations Environment Program 
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
WCED World Commission on Environment and Development 
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The field of comparative and international education is increasingly concerned with the 
response of education to collapsing ecosystems and engagement with a more-than-human world 
around us. In his presidential address at the 2020 conference of the Comparative and 
International Education Society (CIES), David Post (2020) noted: 
Although educators have barely begun to solve human problems—either through a 
discourse of development or of rights—it seems likely that a focus on the welfare of 
human-beings is short-sighted. The world’s most intractable problems now extend far 
beyond the human, and a discourse privileging human rights over planetary needs is 
difficult to reconcile with a need to protect nature (p. 571).  
But how does and will comparative education respond to this planetary crisis? And how do 
education systems around the world engage with the environmental and sustainability challenges 
around us? In turn, Iveta Silova (2021) remarked in her recent CIES presidential address:  
While scientists are issuing climate emergency declarations, while children and youth are 
striking, and while grassroots social movements are demanding radical change, we do not 
see the same level of outrage, response, and engagement in the field of education. 
Mindful of these thoughts and questions, this dissertation aims to contribute to the field by 
exploring the uptake in local environmental and sustainability education (ESE) policies in the 
United States, and the global and local actors and factors that shape these policies. The 
dissertation goes beyond the confines of curriculum to explore holistic policies that ultimately 
aim for a culture change in the largest school districts.  






throughout the dissertation is the phenomenon of ESE policies at the local educational agency 
(LEA) or district level. Second, all chapters are grounded in an extended Advocacy Coalition 
Framework (ACF) to explore global and local factors in the policy process (Sabatier & Jenkins-
Smith, 1993, 1999). Third, the overarching research question is the same: What global and local 
(f)actors shape ESE policies at the district level?  
Fourth and lastly, the dissertation is a mixed-methods study with a multiphase design 
(Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011). As such, I work primarily within a pragmatic paradigm, with 
an equal interest in numeric and narrative data and their analyses (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). 
A qualitative pilot study was conducted in 2018 with the New York City Department of 
Education (NYC DOE). I present this research in chapter two. The NYC DOE study informed 
the quantitative study of the 200 largest school districts in the United States. In turn, the extended 
ACF framework was also instrumental in the analysis of the multi-layered influences on the 
school district. I present the findings of the quantitative study in chapter one.  
Based on the empirical findings from the quantitative study (chapter one), I purposefully 
selected two other cases grounded in typical response and maximum variation principles 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Thus, the three cases, the NYC DOE’s sustainability policy, 
Prince William County Public Schools (PWCS) energy management and sustainability 
initiatives, and the Denver Public Schools’ (DPS) Sustainability Management Plan represent the 
outcomes of different combinations of predictors of an ESE policy, with PWCS as an outlier or 
deviant case. Appendix C shows the combination of variables of school districts with ESE 
policies in my sample and their statistical probability of having a policy. I introduce the findings 






Of note, upon selecting DPS and PWCS, I did not know that the policies were being 
reformulated or had just been revised. This however illustrates the iterative nature of ESE policy-
making and underscores the importance of a long-term perspective as advocated by the ACF 
(Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 1999).  Because of the revisions and the fact that the data 
collection for DPS and PWCS happened during the Covid-19 pandemic, presenting these cases 
together made the most sense. While the quantitative study illustrates the breadth of local ESE 
policies within the largest school districts in the U.S., the three cases offer in-depth and 
explanatory data and further examine the agency of actors which was not captured in the 








Chapter 1: Multi-Layered Predictors of ESE Policy Adoption 
1.1 Introduction 
In the early 1990s, federal policy in the United States encouraged a whole-school 
approach (WSA) in education reform as an effective strategy to transform schools and improve 
student achievement in low-performing districts (United States Department of Education [US 
DOE], 1991). But WSA is not a practice that can be casually implemented and still produce 
positive results. The approach requires concerted efforts by multiple stakeholders in educational 
areas such as curriculum, pedagogy, professional development, facilities, and community 
engagement (Berends et al., 2002). And in order for implementation to be successful, WSA 
reform needs buy-in from the entire school community, including substantial financial 
investment and supportive leadership at both the district and state levels (Berends et al., 2005; 
Fullan, 2010, 2020; Sanders et al., 2012). In the United States, where education reform efforts 
are often frequent and short-lived, and must also compete for limited resources with other school 
district priorities, meeting these requirements can be even more difficult (Tyack & Cuban, 1995; 
Cohen & Mehta, 2017).  
Despite the logistical challenges associated with effective WSA implementation, the 
approach has nonetheless gained momentum across the world in environmental and 
sustainability education (ESE) (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004; Gough, 2005; Hargreaves, 2008; 
Gan et al., 2019; Mogren et al., 2019). Within this context, WSA ESE is defined as using school 
grounds as experiential places for sustainability and education for sustainable development 
(Henderson & Tilbury, 2004; Leicht et al., 2018). In line with this practice, over the past two 






energy consumption, increase recycling and composting efforts, and provide authentic 
interdisciplinary learning opportunities to engage all students in ESE initiatives. ESE efforts such 
as the New York City Department of Education’s (NYC DOE) 2009 sustainability policy 
(Pizmony-Levy et al., 2021) embody some of the most important educational programs working 
to address environmental issues and shape the minds of future leaders, activists, and researchers. 
Yet despite this obvious importance, not enough is currently known about the motivations and 
foundations underpinning these transformational policies. Aware that access to such knowledge 
could help unlock even more effective WSA ESE implementation, this study seeks to uncover 
and document the multi-layered predictors of policy adoption in large U.S. school districts. In 
particular, what institutional, municipal, and state-level factors are driving subnational WSA 
ESE policies? And what type of school districts are more likely to have such policies in place? 
 To address these pressing research questions, I draw on the Advocacy Coalition 
Framework (ACF) to explore internal and external factors that impact the policy process 
(Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 1999). In order to account for the influence of both global 
environmental norms and the impact of resources and environmental organizations, I further 
extend the ACF by adding world society (Frank et al., 1999; Meyer et al., 1997b; Hironaka, 
2014) and social movement perspectives (McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Tilly, 1978). The result for 
this study is a comprehensive framework that examines multi-layered factors as drivers of WSA 
ESE adoption. This framework is applied to a unique data set drawn from research combining 
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) data of the 200 most populous school districts 
in the United States with coded information from a systematic web scan of school district and 






First, school districts under mayoral control are more likely to have a policy. Second, the study 
underscores the interconnectedness of these policies with the sustainability efforts of the 
municipalities they are located in. Third, school districts located in large cities are more likely to 
have a policy. Fourth, support from state educational agencies plays a role in advancing a policy. 
 Before introducing the theoretical propositions underlying this framework and analysis, 
this article begins with a brief review of the literature on ESE and WSA ESE. I then discuss the 
compiled data and methodology for analysis, followed by key findings and arguments. The paper 
concludes with a discussion and recommendations for future research. Of note, this study makes 
three important contributions to the existing literature. First, it is an original systematic analysis 
of WSA ESE policies in school districts in the United States which have to this point in time 
remained largely unexplored. Second, the combined theoretical underpinnings provide a unique 
framework that accounts for multi-layered decision-making as well as internal and external 
factors that impact the WSA ESE policy process. Third, the utilized web scan methodology 
demonstrates an innovative alternative to respondent-dependent surveys that can be used by 
others in the future to further investigate educational reforms and policy implementation in 
school districts.  
1.2 Literature Overview 
1.2.1 Environmental and Sustainability Education (ESE) 
Global efforts in environmental education (EE), an early precursor to ESE, can be traced 
back to the 1949 establishment of the World Conservation Union, as well as the conferences of 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in Belgrade 






UNESCO in cooperation with United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP), the Tbilisi 
Declaration recommended an interdisciplinary and comprehensive approach to environmental 
education in order to:   
bring about a closer link between educational processes and real life, building its 
activities around the environmental problems that are faced by particular communities 
and focusing analysis on these by means of an interdisciplinary, comprehensive approach 
which will permit a proper understanding of environmental problems. (UNESCO 1978, 
I.6&7).  
Following the formulation of the declaration, an appeal was made to all United Nations (UN) 
member states to use the text as a template for national goals and policies to promote education, 
public awareness, and training (Gough, 1997). As a result, the declaration became a seminal 
document responsible for influencing numerous EE policies around the world and producing an 
emphasis on curricula (Stevenson, 1987; Gough, 1997; Palmer, 1998; McKeown & Hopkins, 
2007). 
In the 1980s, the conceptual emergence of “sustainable development” changed the course 
of EE formulation. The term was first introduced in the United Nation’s 1987 Brundtland Report, 
Our Common Future, which urged countries to create new policies to pursue economic and 
social development “that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 8). Although chapter 36 of Agenda 
21 in the Report underscored the importance of education in achieving these goals, the Report 






concept being critiqued for being a “political minefield” (Palmer, 1998, p. 83) and for failing to 
outline the essence of the new focus (Tilbury, 2006).  
In line with general EE efforts, the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable 
Development (WSSD) and the Rio+20 2012 Conference on Sustainable Development further 
encouraged education for people, planet, and prosperity (UNESCO 2016). Decades of progress 
and failure in expanding the education agendas of member states culminated in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (UN 2015). That same year, all UN member states adopted the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which include a separate goal (SDG# 4) for education. 
Target 7 within SDG 4 specifically emphasizes Global Citizenship Education (GCED) and 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) as instrumental components to achieving all other 
sustainable development goals. Given that each of the above policy developments and 
progressions ultimately informed the creation of EE and ESD initiatives and policies, I use the 
holistic term ESE in this paper to encompass both EE and ESD.  
In 2014, UNESCO launched the Roadmap for Implementing the Global Action Program 
(GAP) on Education for Sustainable Development in an effort to build new momentum for 
commitments to ESE (2014). The foundational document outlines five priority action areas to 
address post-2015, with an emphasis on climate change, biodiversity, sustainable consumption 
and production, and disaster risk reduction. The first priority action area focuses on advancing 
policy to foster an enabling environment for ESE. The second advocates for a whole-institution 
approach to ESE to not only transfer content, but also reduce institutional ecological footprints. 
The next two action areas focus on the professional development of educators and the 






to improve the viability of local sustainability solutions by underlining the sustainability efforts 
of urban and rural communities (UNESCO 2014). After issuing this Roadmap, UNESCO 
continues today to reinforce these GAP priority action areas through scaling and monitoring 
efforts (Leicht et al., 2018). 
Despite this broad push for educational reform, policy engagement with ESE around the 
world remains relatively uneven and limited (Ardoin et al., 2013; Bieler et al., 2018). Reviews of 
ESE policy studies highlight the need for more empirical policy studies and increased local-scale 
policy research (Aikens et al., 2016; Van Poeck & Lysgaard, 2016). This paper heeds these calls 
and seeks to add to the literature on ESE policy studies, particularly at the local level.  
1.2.2 ESE and the Whole-School Approach (WSA) 
WSA draws on general systems theory and systems thinking. A system is a set of 
elements that functions as a whole to achieve a particular goal (Ackoff, 1971). Systems in 
general, however, are greater than the sum of their elements because the relationship between 
elements adds value to the system (von Bertalanffy, 1968). Systems thinking therefore is a 
framework for seeing relationships or interactions between interconnected parts and the effect 
they produce jointly (Senge, 1990). Applied to the context of education, WSA as a means of 
change is based on the premise that coherent and sustained reform of several key components of 
the education system will improve the learning environment and learning outcomes (Sterling, 
2003; Berends et al., 2005). These key components include curriculum, school buildings, 
organization and governance, professional development, and community involvement.  
In pursuit of sustainability and transformative education, WSA advocates for interactive 






(Barth et al., 2012), Hungary and Israel (Gan et al., 2019), enviro-schools in New Zealand, the 
Green School Project in China, and eco-schools worldwide (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004). Some 
of these WSA initiatives were developed by civil society, while others are managed as national 
programs in partnership with higher education institutions and/or nonprofit partners. Of note, 
case studies in South Africa, England, Wales and Scotland, and Southern Ireland all found that 
support from national policies enhances the involvement and quality of the practice (Henderson 
& Tilbury, 2004).  
Based on the literature, this study’s conceptualization of WSA ESE includes issues like 
school governance, curriculum, extra-curricular activities, community partnerships, and the 
management of resources and school grounds (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004; Sterling, 2003, 
UNESCO, 2014). In this paper, I therefore define WSA ESE as local place-based activities that 
use schools as practice grounds for ESE. At a minimum, WSA ESE policies in this study 
combine the greening of facilities or a reduction of the district’s carbon footprint and related 
educational programs.  
1.3 Theoretical Framework 
In examining the predictors of WSA ESE policies in large school districts in the United 
States, this study relies on policy process, world society, and social movement theories to 
identify factors in education policy. Because I argue there are multi-layered factors (both global 
and local) that influence WSA ESE policies, I draw on the ACF in a heuristic way to identify 
factors that impact the policy process (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 1999). My approach is 
also grounded in World Society Theory (WST) to explore the proposition that education systems 






to measure bottom-up mobilization of resources at both the district and the state level (McCarthy 
& Zald, 1977; Tilly, 1978). When used together, these theories provide a comprehensive 
approach to help identify and acknowledge the various local and global factors that impact 
education policy. Accordingly, I use policy as discourse to include structures and rules that 
constitute a policy discourse rather than the text alone (Ball, 1993, 2015). Policies in this study 
therefore include policy documents, as well as mission statements and web-based commitments 
to sustainability and ESE. 
1.3.1 Hypotheses 
The following nine propositions guide my exploration of the data and subsequent analysis 
of the findings. 
First set of propositions (ACF-related) 
This paper’s first set of hypotheses is drawn from the ACF, which provides a synthetic 
conceptual framework to describe, explain, and occasionally predict policy change (Sabatier & 
Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 1999). The primary premise of the ACF is the idea of the existence of a 
policy subsystem – or arena of competing interactions among advocacy coalitions – through 
which coalitions interact to implement their beliefs in public policy (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). 
Based on this idea, policy change under the ACF is conditioned via four pathways: external 
events, policy learning, failure of existing policies, or negotiated agreements. My analysis 
therefore focuses first on factors that facilitate change, such as shifts in governance, and policy 
changes in other policy subsystems. In assessing these ideas, I test them at the school district 
level.  






(Viteritti, 2009; Henig, 2013) through which the special status and local character of education 
decision-making has eroded. In turn, school districts today are increasingly involved in multi-
level, general-purpose governments and politics. Mayoral control of public schools is a key 
example of the manifestations of this shift in governance. Widespread mayoral focus on 
sustainability, as evidenced by networks such as Climate Mayors or Local Governments for 
Sustainability (ICLEI USA), highlights the importance of this pressing challenge for many 
leaders. Critically, sustainability and climate change strategies also drive economic development 
(Fitzgerald, 2010). Based on the argument that mayors can mobilize broad support for school 
reforms and create synergies with other municipal agencies (Henig, 2013), I hypothesize that 
school districts under mayoral control are more likely to be involved in sustainability issues:  
Proposition 1a: School districts under mayoral control are more likely to have a WSA 
ESE initiative.  
Mayoral control aside, there is also evidence that local governments in the United States 
are enacting environmental policies at the local level (Layzer, 2016). As such, there has been a 
shift from the federal to the local level in environmental policy-making, especially during the 
Trump Administration (Vig & Kraft, 2019). I therefore hypothesize that as cities and 
municipalities enact environmental policies and draft formal plans to become more 
environmentally sustainable, school districts will be put under increased pressure to act for 
collective change: 
Proposition 1b: School districts in or near a municipality with a sustainability plan are 






Additionally, given the above two propositions, I hypothesize that school districts under 
mayoral control in a municipality with a formal sustainability plan will experience even greater 
pressure to take action for collective change: 
Proposition 1c: School districts under mayoral control in a municipality with a 
sustainability plan are more likely to have a WSA ESE initiative than school districts 
managed by elected school boards in a municipality with a sustainability plan. 
Second set of propositions (WST-related) 
My second set of hypotheses, grounded in WST, examines the role of a global discourse 
in education policy. Here I work from a literature that shows how education systems reflect 
global patterns (Meyer et al., 1997a) based on the premise that blueprints for nation-states are 
created in world society modeling for what a nation-state can do, how it should be organized, and 
how it should relate to other entities. In the twentieth century, international organizations, treaties 
and other forms of globalization have shaped not only a global education discourse, but also a 
global environmental regime (Frank et al., 1999; Meyer et al., 1997b; Hironaka, 2014). This 
literature focuses largely on national policies and laws.  
Yet global discourses also impact local governments, especially urban ones. Current 
urban theories argue that large cities are global hubs and practical control centers of the world 
(Sassen, 1991, 2019), and note that sustainability strategies drive further growth for cities 
(Fitzgerald, 2010). In 1992, for example, the UN Earth Summit launched an initiative called 
Local Agenda 21 which resulted in a number of global urban networks such as Healthy Cities, 
Good Governance Cities, Sustainable Cities and Cities for Climate Protection (Brugmann, 2009). 






global norms, and capable of spreading them, as individual nation-states. I therefore hypothesize 
that such school districts are more likely to be exposed to a discourse on sustainability and ESE 
than school districts in suburban or rural areas:  
Proposition 2a: School districts located in large cities are more likely to have a WSA 
ESE policy.  
Going one step further, I explore the location of the school district and the connection of 
this urban location to a global environmental discourse through the membership of cities in 
transnational intercity networks around climate change and resilience. This decision allows me to 
test the argument of world society theory that global patterns (such as environmentalism) are 
reflected in education systems. To test this idea, I focus on two global networks: C40, a network 
founded by Bloomberg Philanthropies to help cities replicate, improve, and accelerate climate 
action; and 100 Resilient Cities, a Rockefeller Foundation network of 100 global cities to build 
resilience to the physical, social, and economic challenges of cities. In line with WST, I 
anticipate school districts in large cities that are part of a network on climate change will be more 
connected to the wider world society, and therefore to the idea of attempting to address the 
effects of global environmental challenges: 
Proposition 2b: School districts located in a city that is a member of an international 
climate change or resilience network (C40 or R100) are more likely to have a WSA ESE 
initiative. 
Third set of propositions (ACF-related and social movement theory) 
While the prior two proposition sets relate to external events at the school district or local 






standards for schools. Because education policy in the United States is largely set at the state and 
the local level, policy subsystems are “semi-independent” – overlapping and nesting within other 
subsystems (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014, p.190). I therefore hypothesize that school districts in 
states with a greater emphasis on environmental literacy or environmentalism may be more 
likely to have a WSA ESE initiative via a top-down state-wide initiative or a bottom-up 
movement from environmental organizations:  
Proposition 3a: School districts in a state with an implemented environmental literacy plan 
(ELP) are more likely to have a WSA ESE initiative.  
Proposition 3b: School districts in a state with a large representation of environmental 
organizations (EOs) are more likely to have a WSA ESE initiative. 
Fourth set of propositions (social movement theory) 
As suggested in proposition 3b, above, I draw on social movement theory to account for 
pressure on organizations that may fall outside the traditional policy process. In doing so, this 
study examines the capacity of resource mobilization and mobilizing structures to recruit 
volunteers, obtain resources, and disseminate information. Social movement scholars have 
argued that the availability of these resources help support movements (McCarthy & Zald, 1977; 
Tilly, 1978; Fetner & Kush, 2008). Given this, I theorize that:  
Proposition 4a: School districts with high enrollment of students are more likely to have  
the human resources for collective action, and therefore more likely to have a WSA ESE 
initiative.  
I also expect districts with high enrollment numbers to be more likely to have a critical mass of 






the schools, for example in the form of Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs) or nonprofit 
organizations, I argue that school districts with high poverty levels and less access to outside 
resources and/or volunteers are less likely to have such an WSA ESE initiative: 
Proposition 4b: School districts with high levels of poverty are less likely to have the 
resources, both human and monetary to lobby for, or support a WSA ESE initiative.  
1.4 Data and Methods 
Because the Local Education Agency (LEA), or school district, is this study’s unit of 
analysis, I used the NCES database to identify the 200 largest school districts in the United 
States via enrollment numbers from the Local Education Agency (School District) Universe 
Survey 2017-2018 and Public Elementary and Secondary School Universe Survey 2017-2018. In 
an effort to explore the demographic composition of the various school districts, I also included 
the NCES urban-centric locale codes to differentiate school districts in large cities, as well as 
enrollment numbers by race and number of students living in poverty. I then supplemented the 
NCES data by coding data from the school districts’ websites following a web scan 
methodology. This analytical method, previously applied in other studies (Henig et al., 2016; 
Beveridge et al., 2019) is based on a systematic search of institutional websites (here school 
district and municipal websites), the downloading of relevant web pages at a fixed point in time, 
and the coding of these pages according to a predefined research strategy.  
In this manner, additional data was collected from the school districts’ websites during 
the month of January 2020. To search for information, I employed three strategies during the 
web scan: 1) clicking through a school district’s homepage menu options with a focus on 






terms in a school district’s search tab such as sustainability, environmental education, 
sustainability education, and environmental literacy; and 3) searching the internet by typing the 
name of a school district followed by “sustainability,” “sustainability education,” and 
“environmental education” to find the district’s relevant web pages. All web pages identified as 
relevant were downloaded in PDF format. The coding of the dependent variable in the study is 
further explained below.  
1.4.1 Dependent Variable  
I used three main criteria to code for my dependent variable, or WSA ESE (which, in this 
study is defined as an initiative that includes both the greening of school facilities and resources, 
as well as related educational programs broadly defined). The first criterion stipulates that only 
districts that show evidence of both sustainability efforts in buildings and resources, as well as 
environmental and/or sustainability educational programs in the broad sense, qualify as WSA. 
The second criterion is that a WSA ESE initiative must be district-wide. Evidence that some, but 
not all, schools within a district employed green initiatives or received a green school 
certification therefore did not suffice as evidence of a district-wide initiative.  
Given this second criterion, a predefined degree of formality was necessary to ensure 
accuracy and consistency. Accordingly, the third criterion established a degree of formality for 
this district-wide WSA ESE. To qualify, an initiative needed to have at least two of the following 
formal components: 1) a web page committed to sustainability and ESE; 2) a policy text (e.g., a 
board resolution/policy, sustainability plan, or climate action plan) for the district; 3) an agreed 
upon name (e.g., FCPS GO GREEN, Sustainability in Portland Public Schools); 4) a person in 






partner or partners of the school district; and/or 6) a blog highlighting district-wide ESE 
initiatives and activities. This degree of imposed formality was refined based on an inter-rater 
reliability assessment of 10% of the dataset (Appendix B).  
Figure 1.1, below, illustrates the coding of these initiatives. This example shows a 
downloaded web page for a school district in Colorado with a qualifying WSA ESE. The 
initiative is district-wide, as evidenced by its logo and slogan, and also includes learning 
opportunities for all students as well as the greening of the buildings.  
 
Figure 1.1: Web Page of a School District in Colorado Showing WSA ESE.1 
                                                







While this particular initiative does not have a specific name, the initiative is nonetheless 
formalized on a web page with a clear commitment to sustainability and ESE and an office of 
sustainability. Further web pages (not included in Figure 1.1) also mention a contact person for 
both sustainability and learning, professional development resources for teachers, a roster 
highlighting community partners, and a blog showcasing activities and programs.  
Numerous advantages accompany this unique approach to data collection. First, 
institutional websites are public statements intended to be seen by the public. In the case of 
public school districts, I therefore assume that the information is meaningful. Second, compared 
to surveys and the risk of low response rates, a scan of websites is known to offer greater 
reliability and coverage (Henig et al., 2016). Third, the ability to download the websites in PDF 
format allows the work to be replicated, but also holds the potential for future, in-depth 
qualitative research of the web pages themselves. Limitations to this approach, however, do 
exist. For example, the downloaded web page may be outdated or not accurately represent the 
current initiative. On the other hand, a qualifying WSA ESE policy may exist even in the 
absence of a web page presence.  
1.4.2 Independent Variables 
 Eight independent variables were identified as part of this study: governance, enrollment, 
racial diversity, poverty, sustainability plan and/or website, large city links to transnational city 
networks, state-level support for green curriculum, and strength of environmental movement in 






Governance. To track the effects of school district variation in governance (the emphasis 
of Propositions 1a and 1c), I created a dichotomous variable noting whether a school district is 
under mayoral control or under control of an elected school board.  
Enrollment. I used the 2017-2018 NCES enrollment numbers to help assess the 
importance of school district student body size, a factor which may be linked to capacity and 
availability of resources (both human and community-based support and networks). Due to the 
existence of a few outliers (i.e., very large school districts), I used the log to correct for a skewed 
distribution. 
Racial Diversity. Related scholarship has long underscored the presence of widespread 
curricular differences, particularly with regard to the higher prevalence of enrichment programs 
for white and affluent students – both among and within schools (Lee & Bryk, 1988; Oakes, 
1992). In the same vein, a study based on sustainability survey data in NYC public schools 
shows that Title 1 schools implement fewer ESE initiatives (Pizmony-Levy & Fernandez, 2015). 
District-level initiatives therefore may not reflect equal implementation in all schools within a 
district. Despite this possibility, inquiry and examination at the district level remains important. 
Thus, for racial diversity, I used the NCES enrollment data by race and tabulated the percentage 
of white students over the total number of students enrolled.  
Poverty. In considering options to track the influence of poverty, I was unable to rely on 
eligibility for free lunch as a proxy for poverty due to missing data for a number of school 
districts in the sample. I therefore used the 2018 NCES census-based data per school district, 
which provided the number of children under 18 in the school district that live in poverty 






household) and tabulated the percentage of students living in poverty over the total number of 
students enrolled. 
Sustainability Plan and/or Website. To explore the impact of external events or 
changes in other policy systems on school districts (the focus of proposition 1b), I searched for a 
sustainability plan and/or a sustainability website for the city or municipality in which the school 
district is located. For city locales, I searched for the plan and website of that city. For county 
school districts, I searched for the plan of the capital of the county. For regional districts, my 
search was based on the largest municipality in that region. I differentiated between a plan and a 
website because a plan with measurable goals is typically the result of a process with multiple 
stakeholders, signed by the mayor on a specific date.  
Large City Links to Transnational City Networks. To assess the extent to which 
school districts are connected to a global discourse around environmentalism (the focus of 
proposition 2b), I differentiated school districts in large cities from other school districts. In 
doing so, I used the locale as found in the NCES data of 2017-2018. The NCES database features 
12 different categories, ranging from “City, Large” (defined as “a territory inside an urbanized 
area and inside a principal city with a population of 250,000 or more”) to “Rural, remote” 
(defined as “census-defined rural territory that is more than 25 miles from an urbanized area and 
is also more than ten miles from an urban cluster”). I created a dichotomous variable for large 
cities versus all other locales, collapsing all non-large categories into a single one. Based on a list 
of cities drawn from the websites for the C40 and RC100 initiatives, I then created dichotomous 






focused on climate change remediation and resilience building (the websites were www.c40.org 
and https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/100-resilient-cities/).  
State-level Support for Green Curriculum. To assess the support of the state education 
authority for WSA ESE (the focus of proposition 3a), I tracked the existence of Environmental 
Literacy Plans (ELPs) at the state level. Given that a report by the North American Association 
for Environmental Education (NAAEE) argues many states are making strides to enrich curricula 
with EE (NAAEE, 2014), I hypothesized that an ELP at the state level provides support for local 
WSA ESE policies. In 2014, seventeen states had adopted, or adopted and implemented an ELP 
with EE standards and curriculum. I created a dichotomous variable for these states versus states 
without such a plan.  
Strength of Environmental Movement in State. Finally, to measure the extent to which 
state civil society is active in an environmental agenda, I tallied the number of environmental 
organizations by state as a proxy for the overall strength of the environmental movement in a 
state. These figures were drawn from the environmental organizations database compiled by 
state as retrieved from www.eco-usa.net/index. This variable is logged to correct for a skewed 
distribution. 
1.4.3 Sample  
The initial sample of 200 public K-12 school districts, or LEAs, represents one third of 
the 50 million children enrolled in more than 18,000 K-12 public schools in the United States. 
After merging the NYC districts and removing the school districts that are not governed at the 
local level (such as Hawaii), 196 districts remain. Enrollment at these districts ranges from 






cities with more than 250,000 inhabitants. The remainder are mostly suburban school districts 
(n=91) or districts in smaller or medium-sized cities (n=30), with only a few districts in rural 
areas (n=5). The districts in the sample are spread over 37 states. Eight of the school districts are 
under mayoral control, while all others are governed by an elected board of education. Notably, 
the school districts of Texas (42), Florida (24), Georgia (10), and North Carolina (9) are 
disproportionally represented in this analysis because the states’ districts are larger and organized 
by region or county, rather than municipality.  
In terms of demographics, the average school district in the sample is racially quite 
diverse, with an average of 34% of white students (with a minimum of .61% and a maximum of 
84%). Using census-based poverty levels per school district, the mean for my sample is 20% of 
students living in poverty with a range from 1 to 67%. The percentage of white students and 
poverty have a negative and medium correlation (r=.59). In other words, in the sample, the more 
racially diverse the district, the higher the number of students living in poverty. For the analysis, 
I use the log for enrollment, racial diversity, and poverty to adjust for skewed distributions.  
Table 1.1, below, summarizes and illustrates the definitions, metrics as well as the 
descriptive statistics of the variables used in the study.  
1.4.4 Analytical Strategy 
I used Stata IC16 to analyze the dataset. To explore bivariate patterns, I used t-tests and 
Pearson’s chi-square tests. To estimate the likelihood or probability of a WSA ESE initiative (a 
binary dependent variable with several variables working together), I used multivariate logistic 
regression. The seven models in the logistic regression are organized following the propositions 






Table 1.1: Definitions, Metrics, and Descriptive Statistics of Variables in Study (n=196).2  
 
Variables Definition/Metric Source Mean SD 
Dependent variable     
Whole-school approach environmental 
and sustainability education (WSA 
ESE) 
 
Formal, district-wide policy 
initiative with both greening of 
facilities and environmental 
and sustainability education 
components 
0=no, 1=yes 
Web scan .286 - 
Independent variables     
 
District-level variables:  
    
Mayoral control vs. elected school 
board or board of directors 
0=no, 1=yes Web scan .041 - 
 
Municipal-level variables: 
    




Web scan .388 - 
Municipal sustainability website 0=no, 1=yes Web scan .755 - 
Large city locale School district is located in city 
with >250,000 inhabitants 
0=no, 1=yes 
NCES .357 - 
C40 member city Membership of city in intercity 
climate change network, 0=no, 
1=yes 
C40 .107  
RC100 member city Membership of city in resilient 






    
Environmental literacy plan (ELP) 
 
State adopted ELP 
0=no, 1=yes 
NAAEE .128 - 
Environmental movement Number of environmental 
organizations in state (log) 
Eco USA 3.96 .65 
 
Controls (district-level): 
    
Enrollment Total students enrolled (log) NCES  10.97 .58 
Racial diversity Percentage of white students  
 
NCES 33.12 21.08 
Poverty  Percentage of students living in 
poverty, census-based  
NCES 20.13 11.39 
 
Notes. A web scan is a systematic search and download of web pages of school districts and municipal websites, coded following a predetermined 
strategy. NCES is the National Center for Education Statistics: Local Education Agency (School District) Universe Survey 2017-2018 or Public 
Elementary and Secondary School Universe Survey 2017-2018 & 2018 Census-based poverty levels of families in school districts. C40: retrieved 
from https://www.c40.com/. Rockefeller Foundation: retrieved from https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/100-resilient-cities/. NAAEE or 
North American Association for Environmental Education (2014): State Environmental Literacy Plans: 2014 Status Report. Eco USA: retrieved 







1.5.1 Descriptive Statistics 
This section of the report presents the descriptive statistics and patterns for the dependent 
variable WSA ESE and the variables or factors that might shape this initiative at the school 
district level (see Table 1, above). Roughly one quarter, or 28%, of the school districts in the 
sample have a WSA ESE policy as defined as a formal, district-wide initiative that combines 
both the greening of facilities and resources, as well as related educational programs. The 
historicity of the data shows these policy initiatives were first adopted as early as 2001, but 
peaked between 2012 and 2016 with a record of eight new initiatives adopted in 2013 (as 
demonstrated in Figure 1.2, below). 
 
Figure 1.2: Histogram of Adoption of WSA ESE Policies in K-12 School Districts (n=51).2 
 
                                                






In conducting the analysis, I explored descriptive patterns of the independent variables 
for the two categories of the dependent variable (e.g., school districts with or without WSA 
ESE). As illustrated in Table 1.2, below, significant patterns distinguish between these 
categories. Mayoral control of a school district is more prevalent in school districts with WSA 
ESE than in school districts governed by an elected board (12.5% vs. .71%, p<.001). At the 
municipal level, school districts with WSA ESE are more frequently located in municipalities 
with a formal sustainability plan (62.5% vs. 29.29%, p<.001) or with a dedicated sustainability 
website (91.07% vs. 69.29%, p<.01) than are school districts without such an initiative.  
Table 1.2: Descriptive Patterns for School Districts with or without WSA ESE (n=196). 





District-level variables    
Mayoral control .71% 12.50% *** 
    
Municipal level variables    
Municipal sustainability plan 29.29% 62.50% *** 
Municipal sustainability website 69.29% 91.07% ** 
Large city locale 27.14% 57.14% *** 
C40 member city 7.14% 19.64% * 
RC100 member city 12.14% 25% * 
    
State-level Variables    
State environmental literacy plan 8.57% 23.21% ** 





    
Controls (District-Level)    



















 Notably, almost two thirds of the districts with a WSA ESE initiative are located in large 
cities with a population exceeding 250,000 inhabitants, compared to only 27.14% of the school 
districts without such an initiative (p<.001). Moreover, one out of five districts with WSA ESE 
(vs. 7.14% of school districts without WSA ESE, p<.05) are situated in cities that are members 
in C40. One quarter of the districts that show WSA ESE are in a city that belonged to RC100. 
This is twice as frequent in comparison to districts without WSA ESE (25% vs. 12.14%, p<.05). 
At the state level, almost a quarter of the school districts with WSA ESE are supported by 
an ELP at the state level (p<.01) compared to only 8.57% of school districts without WSA ESE. 
For the control variables, there are differences in the mean for enrollment in school districts with 
and without WSA ESE (11.28 vs. 10.85, p<.001). Importantly, the mean for racial diversity, 
poverty, and social movements does not show significant differences between the two categories 
of the dependent variable.  
1.5.2 Logistic Regression Analysis and Findings 
To this point, I have only discussed descriptive patterns for school districts with WSA 
ESE policies compared to school districts without one. I now explore how the variables work 
simultaneously in a multivariate logistic regression analysis because the dependent variable is a 
dichotomous variable with WSA ESE versus no WSA ESE. Seven models, as illustrated in Table 
1.3, below, are utilized to test the previously discussed theoretical propositions underpinning the 
study. Each model includes the following district-level controls: a) total enrollment, b) racial 
diversity or the percentage of white students in the district, and c) the percentage of students 






Table 1.3: Logistic Regression Coefficients of WSA ESE Initiatives (n=196). 
 
Notes. Standard deviation in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.00
  
These models first reveal that school district governance plays a role in WSA ESE 
adoption. As seen in Model 1, the positive and significant coefficient (b=2.83, p<0.05) after 
controlling for enrollment, racial diversity and poverty, provides evidence of the association 
between mayoral control and WSA ESE adoption. The data therefore suggest that school districts 
under mayoral control are more likely to have a WSA ESE initiative. This first finding supports 
my hypothesis that school districts under mayoral control are less isolated and may be more 
likely to be implicated in general municipal affairs such as sustainability efforts (proposition 1a). 
Although this association remains significant when municipal-level variables are added to 
governance in Model 3, the effect becomes not significant in further models after other variables 
are introduced such as large city locale or membership in climate change networks.  
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My second finding supports the proposition that school districts are responsive to local 
environmental sustainability initiatives. Model 2 shows that the presence of a formal 
sustainability plan at the municipal level is significantly associated with the presence of WSA 
ESE initiatives in school districts (b=1.114, p<0.01). Notably, this association remains 
significant in later models as well (b=1.076, p<.05; b=1.117, p<.05; b=1.083, p<0.05). The data 
therefore support the proposition that a formal sustainability plan with actionable goals is 
associated with WSA ESE at the school district level. In contrast, a less formal municipal 
website focused on sustainability does not produce the same result.  
The theoretical framework supporting proposition 1c also suggested that school districts 
under mayoral governance located in a municipality with a formal sustainability plan are more 
likely to have a WSA ESE. In additional analysis, I tested this idea using an interaction term 
between the two variables (mayoral control and sustainability plan). The model, however, did not 
converge due to a strong overlap of the two variables. Indeed, out of the eight cases with mayoral 
control, seven have a sustainability plan in place at the municipal level. To further explore the 
proposition, I created a contingency table with these two variables resulting in four possible 
combinations of the variables: neither (n=119), both (n=7), only mayoral control (n=1), and only 
sustainability plan (n=69). In the interactive combination, six out of seven cases (or 85.7%) had a 
WSA ESE policy, compared to 29 out of 69 (42%) with only a sustainability plan in place. This 
pattern is statistically significant (chi2 = 27.894, p<.001). 
Model 4 builds on urban and world society theories which suggest that large cities and/or 
cities in transnational climate change networks are connected to a global discourse around 
sustainability. In conducting this analysis, I find support for proposition 2a given that the 
location of a school district in a large city is positively and significantly associated with the 
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presence of a WSA ESE initiative (b=1.469, p<.001). This is my third key finding. I cannot, 
however, infer that being in a city that is a member in C40 or RC100 increases the likelihood of 
such initiative in a significant way (proposition 2b). When combining all district-level and 
municipal-level variables in Model 5, an urban locale and the presence of a formal sustainability 
plan remain significant when controlling for enrollment, racial diversity, and poverty (both 
p<.01). 
Returning to theories of the policy process and the idea that policy subsystems are 
embedded in and impacted by larger systems, Model 6 explores the state-level variables in 
propositions 3a and 3b. The coefficient for a state-level ELP shows that school districts indeed 
respond to state support for green curricula (b=1.113, p<.05). This constitutes my fourth key 
finding in this study. This initial association, however, becomes insignificant when I add all the 
municipal-level variables in Model 7. Still, the presence of a larger body of environmental 
organizations in a state somewhat surprisingly does not seem to impact the adoption of a WSA 
ESE initiative one way or another.  
In all models I adjust for enrollment, race, and the percentage of students living in 
poverty in the school district. The coefficients confirm proposition 4a and show that school 
districts with a large student body, and thus more human resources, are more likely to adopt a 
WSA ESE (Model 7, b=1.392, p<.001). With regards to school district demographics, however, 
the results do not support proposition 4b, which posited that poorer school districts may be less 
likely to engage with WSA ESE. 
To further illustrate the various likelihoods for school districts to adopt WSA ESE, I 
generated four profiles and calculated the predictive margins for each of the profiles based on the 
significant predictors in Model 7 (see Figure 1.3, below). For example, Profile 1 (which 
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represents school districts governed by an elected school board, located in a small city, suburb, 
or rural area with no sustainability plan at the municipal level and no ELP in place at the state 
level) has only a 13.4% chance of having a WSA ESE initiative (p<.001). In contrast, Profile 2 
(which represents school districts in a large city with a sustainability plan, but governed by a 
school board and no ELP in place at the state level) has a 50% likelihood of adopting a WSA 
ESE (p<.001). Profile 3 (which represents school districts under mayoral control but located in a 
city with no sustainability plan and no further state support in the shape of an ELP) has a 64% 
chance of adopting a WSA ESE (p<.001). Finally, Profile 4 (which represents school districts 
under mayoral control, located in a large city with a formal sustainability plan, and supported at 
the state-level by an ELP) projects 92.81% of these school districts will have a WSA ESE 
(p<.001).  
 
Figure 1.3: Profiles of School Districts with Probability Margins for WSA ESE (n=196).3 
                                                




Overall, the results from these profiles underline how governance, urban locale, local 
sustainability efforts, and state support impact the probability of a school district’s WSA ESE 
policy. Combining two or more significant predictors increases the likelihood of a district to 
have a policy in place. School districts with underlying similarities therefore are expected to 
have the same outcome.  
1.6 Discussion 
This study set out to systematically explore WSA ESE policies in the 200 most populous 
school districts in the United States. The dataset I constructed allowed me to examine trends and 
test a wide range of arguments presented as nine theoretical propositions. The resulting analysis 
not only demonstrates a WSA ESE policy trend in the largest school districts in the United 
States, but also contributes to a growing body of literature on global ESE that has studied and 
highlighted WSA as a holistic way to teach sustainability or sustainable development (Henderson 
& Tilbury, 2004; Gough, 2005; Hargreaves, 2008; Leicht et al., 2018; Gan et al., 2019; Mogren 
et al., 2019). Troublingly, the data reveal that only a quarter of the school districts in the sample 
engage with WSA ESE. Moreover, this engagement is fairly recent with most of the initiatives 
launched in the last decade. Within the United States, therefore, these findings indicate that 
policies teaching sustainability through place-based learning are present, but limited.  
The results of the study also show that governance, multi-layered decisions on 
sustainability and ESE (both at the municipal level and at the state level), and external events all 
influence the presence of WSA ESE policy. Arguments emphasizing the role of cities in social 
change are also validated by these findings which demonstrate that school districts in large cities, 
adjusting for enrollment, are more likely to have a policy in place than those in less populous 
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areas. This finding provides support for the argument that the very location of a school district in 
a large city exposes the district to a global discourse on sustainability and sustainability 
education which in turn influences its policies and practices. The data reinforce the idea of urban 
theorists that cities, as global control centers in the world, exchange best practices and strategies 
for urban transformation and use sustainability strategies to drive economic development (Sassen 
1991, 2019; Brugmann, 2009; Fitzgerald, 2010).  
Nevertheless, arguments of social movements driving change, and world society 
spreading global norms, are not supported in this study. When exploring social movements, the 
agency of actors and their dynamics of framing and mobilizing resources is important. This is 
however difficult to capture in a proxy based on the number of environmental organizations in a 
state. I also hypothesized that school districts located in cities that are members in a global 
network of cities focused on climate change remediation and resilience building would be more 
likely to enact an ESE policy. The fact that this argument is not supported in this study could 
indicate that these intercity networks lack a focus on education and the role of education in 
sustainability and resiliency.   
As a quantitative study, the focus of this study is on the breadth of the phenomenon of 
WSA ESE policies, and is limited to information available at a particular point in time (in this 
case January 2020). A future qualitative case study could therefore potentially provide additional 
in-depth insights, not only to triangulate, complement, or expand the findings of this study, but 
also to provide a more critical analysis of the policy process and give a voice to agents of change 
that are not easily represented as a proxy in a quantitative study (Bryman, 2006). Despite limited 
engagement, the results of these statistical analyses nonetheless offer two major takeaways for 
policymakers: 1) the degree and location of support for a sustainability agenda matters in a 
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multi-layered education system, and 2) given the significance of the relationship between a 
school district’s policy and a municipal sustainability plan in this study, there are opportunities 
for further collaboration between a municipality and its school district. These two takeaways are 
further unpacked below.  
Looking to the Future: An Integrated Approach 
Existing literature on WSA and WSA ESE suggests that state and district support are 
both instrumental in the implementation of a comprehensive reform of school districts (Berends 
et al., 2002). The empirical findings of this study appear to confirm this importance, illustrating 
that both mayoral control and a state-adopted ELP are significantly associated with an increased 
likelihood of WSA ESE policy implementation. Perhaps then there is something to be said for 
mayoral control, which is assumed to create more synergies at the local level (Henig, 2013), and 
its ability to mainstream public education in city politics. Mayors who control school districts are 
able to more easily foster collaboration with other municipal agencies working towards the goals 
of the municipality. In the case of sustainability efforts, this synergy can be particularly 
reinforcing as demonstrated in earlier studies (Pizmony-Levy et al., 2021). Indeed, such 
approaches are indicative of a new era in education in which politicians and educators come 
together to work on WSA reform (Fullan, 2010). Similarly, the findings of this study appear to 
indicate that school districts – when supported at the state level by an ELP – will adopt an ESE 
agenda. Vertical integration of support at the local, state, and possibly even federal level could 
therefore very likely advance the agenda of educational reform towards sustainability and 
sustainable development. 
Notably, the findings of this study also reveal that there is a significant relationship 
between a school district’s WSA ESE policy and formal municipal sustainability efforts such as 
 
 35 
a signed and dated sustainability plan. This horizontal integration underscores the fact that local 
education systems are not disconnected institutions, but rather integrated into the sustainability 
efforts of mayors, local governments, and other municipal agencies. It also provides a key 
example of how education policies are being influenced by, and absorbed into, general-purpose 
government and politics (Henig, 2013). The AFC argument that external events, such as policy 
change in other policy subsystems, impact policy formulation (Pierce et al., 2017) is further 
validated by these results. Large school districts, and in particular school districts located in large 
cities, are less insulated from politics and garner broad support for a sustainability focus.  
1.7 Conclusion 
The findings of this study offer an opportunity for policymakers, administrators, and 
educators to help advance the role of education in the global transformation of a more 
sustainable planet. To better foster a comprehensive sustainability agenda, municipal 
sustainability plans should work to incorporate informed discussions about the role of ESE and 
encourage closer collaboration between municipalities and their school districts. As advocated 
for by 50 years of international declarations, WSA ESE has the potential to shift a school 
district’s culture and educate a generation of critical minds in an interconnected and 
interdisciplinary way to address the world’s most pressing environmental problems. Such an 




Chapter 2: The Case of New York City Public Schools 
2.1 Introduction 
Over the past fifty years, there has been a concerted effort to promote Environmental and 
Sustainability Education (ESE) in order to foster new ways of thinking and problem-solving 
learning.4 The United Nations (UN) organized many conferences to advocate for ESE policies 
and even launched the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014) to help 
integrate relevant principles and practices into all aspects of education and learning.5 In 2015, 
every UN member adopted the Sustainable Development Goals, emphasizing the importance of 
education. Yet despite this broad push, the field of ESE has received little attention from 
policymakers. Not only are there few ESE policies to analyze; empirical analysis of those that do 
exist is limited (Aikens et al., 2016).  
One of the primary reasons for this lack of attention is the increased emphasis on test-
based accountability preventing new subjects and approaches from being incorporated into 
existing curriculum and pedagogy (Gruenewald & Manteauw, 2007; Stevenson, 2007; 
McKenzie, 2012). In the United States, standardized testing has become the cornerstone of 
federal education policy in the wake of the No Child Left Behind Act (2002) and the Common 
Core (2010). In turn, increased test-based accountability for both teachers and students has 
narrowed curriculum and strengthened focus on high-stakes tests in subjects such as math and 
reading (Manna, 2011). Such orientation is fundamentally at odds with incorporating the 
interdisciplinary and problem-solving goals of ESE.  
                                                
4 Environmental and Sustainability Education in this study is used as an umbrella term for Environmental Education (EE), 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and Education for Sustainability (EfS).  
5 These declarations include the Tbilisi Declaration (1977), the Brundtland Report (1987), Agenda 21 (1992), the Earth Charter 
(2002), the Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development and the Plan of Implementation (2002), The Future We Want 
(2012), and the Sustainable Development Goals (2015). 
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 Given this conflict, it is difficult for a local education authority to adopt an ESE policy. 
But it does happen. Even though the New York City Department of Education (DOE) was one of 
the first school districts to adopt standardized testing and roll out the Common Core, it still 
created a sustainability policy in 2009 (Pizmony-Levy et al., 2019). Revised in 2012, the district-
wide regulation not only appoints a sustainability coordinator in every public school; it also 
advocates for a culture of sustainability in its finances, facilities, and curricula. Occurrences such 
as this must be studied. How was a local education authority like the DOE able to adopt an ESE 
policy which, in many respects, cuts against the dominant educational policy discourse? What 
global and local (f)actors contributed to the formulation of this unique policy? 
 To answer these and other related research questions, this article draws on the Advocacy 
Coalition Framework (ACF), which provides an avenue to describe, explain, and at times predict 
policy change, to untangle the dynamic policy process at the subnational level (Sabatier and 
Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 1999). In doing so, this article extends the framework by adding a global 
dimension to account for the impact of international declarations and commitments. A social 
movement perspective is also included to explore the voices of ESE activists who may not be 
included in the policy process. An in-depth analysis of expert interviews and archival documents 
helps shed light on the power of local politics and their impact on one of the largest school 
districts in the world.  
 This study makes several contributions to the literature. First, it expands the limited body 
of existing empirical research of ESE policies, and more in particular of the policy process 
around ESE. Second, it bolsters existing ACF education policy scholarship by adding global and 
social movement perspectives to explore global as well as local dynamics in policy emergence 
and reform. Third, the study answers the call of scholars who have advocated for an urban focus 
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in future ESE research (Ardoin et al., 2013). Urban school districts face unique challenges due to 
global urbanization trends over the past decades and the resulting socioeconomic and ethnic 
diversity of their populations. These challenges offer opportunities for place-based education and 
education initiatives to provide bridges between humans, and between humans and the non-
human world.  
 The paper begins with a brief overview of the literature on ESE policy research, followed 
by the presentation of the DOE case and the unique policy that was enacted in 2009 and revised 
in 2012. The theoretical propositions of the ACF are then introduced and expanded to include a 
global and social movement perspective. Next, the compiled data and methodology for analysis 
are discussed. Key findings and arguments are then provided. The paper concludes with a 
discussion and recommendations for future research.  
2.2 ESE Policy Research – A Brief Literature Overview  
Educational reform and ESE policies have long been the goal of international 
declarations and frameworks such as the Tbilisi Declaration (1978), Agenda 21 (1992), the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015) and ESD for 2030 (2019). Earlier cross-national 
comparative studies have underlined that there is both diffusion and convergence of 
environmentalism in education world-wide. This is evidenced in textbooks (Bromley et al., 
2011), timetables that increasingly include environmental studies and ecology (Benavot, 2005), 
the growth of environmental education organizations (Pizmony-Levy, 2011) and also in ESE 
policies (Sauvé et al., 2005). Prior ESE policy research has shown how these international 
declarations have shaped policies at the national level in countries such as New Zealand (Law & 
Baker 1997), England and Wales (Scott & Reid 1998), Denmark and Sweden (Breiting & 
Wickenberg, 2010), and in the Benelux countries (Van Poeck et al., 2018).  
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These same policy studies and reviews of ESE policy research have also highlighted how 
tensions and conflictual politics exist around sustainability issues (Van Poeck & Lysgaard, 
2016). Differences grounded in historical events and societal contexts, in the degree of 
centralization of the education sector and in approaches to teacher training lead to diverging 
ways of conceptualizing and implementing ESE. Also, other priorities within education, often 
associated with economic growth, impact how ESE is understood and ESE policies are enacted 
(Sauvé et al., 2005; McKenzie, 2012; McKenzie et al., 2015). Many studies underscore the need 
for more ESE policy research, especially in elementary and secondary (K-12) education to 
understand how education systems address complex sustainability issues such as climate change. 
Scholars have called for three types of research: 1) more empirical policy studies, 2) more local-
scale and urban policy research and, 3) critical policy research that approaches the policy-making 
process as a complex process rather than a document (Stevenson, 2013; Ardoin et al., 2013; 
Aikens et al., 2016; Van Poeck & Lysgaard, 2016).  
The analysis of the NYC DOE policy therefore offers a unique research opportunity to 
answer these calls and strengthen ESE policy literature. The study provides empirical 
engagement not only with policy origins and enactment, but a variety of policy drivers in an 
urban context. While it is a local-scale policy, it is important to keep in mind that the size of the 
district dwarfs many national education systems.  
2.3 Background: New York City Department of Education (DOE) 
The DOE is one of the largest and most populous school districts in the world. With an 
enrollment of 1.1 million students from grades K-12 in 1,800 public schools (NYSED 2019), the 
NY DOE has a significant ecological footprint with regards to energy consumption, waste 
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management, and water usage. The Department’s massive size makes its ESE policy all the more 
impactful and remarkable. 
The DOE developed its current ESE policy via a two-step process. The first step occurred 
in 2009 when a pre-existing policy on solid waste management was reframed as a sustainability 
policy (NYC DOE, 2009). The updated policy, Regulation of the Chancellor A-850, required all 
principals appoint a sustainability coordinator from a school’s teaching or administrative staff. In 
doing so, the oversight of waste management shifted from the purview of custodial staff to the 
principal. In the initial policy however, a definition of sustainability and details on the 
responsibilities of the coordinators were missing. The policy only mentioned recycling, waste 
reduction and reuse, and required of every school sustainability coordinator to file a recycling 
plan. In addition, it encouraged teachers to incorporate recycling and resource management in 
their lessons plans. The policy also established a central role for the Office of Sustainability, 
housed under the DOE’s Division of School Facilities and mandated with an annual NYC DOE 
recycling plan. The initial task of the Office of Sustainability was to clarify the concept, goals, 
and activities of the new sustainability policy and then ensure buy-in from all stakeholders. 
The second step occurred in 2012, with a revised policy that broadened the scope of 
sustainability and clarified the role of the sustainability director and coordinators. Under the 
2012 policy, sustainability was expanded from waste management to include energy 
conservation, ecology, and green curriculum. A definition of sustainability however is still 
absent. The regulation encourages a range of practices such as planting trees, establishing green 
teams, and identifying green curriculum. The responsibilities of the sustainability coordinators 
now include an annual sustainability plan, coordination with all sectors of the school to 
implement sustainable initiatives, and being a “conduit” for sustainable curriculum development 
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initiatives (NYC DOE, 2012, p. 4). The revised policy’s goals include a culture of sustainability 
and fostering “a sense of citizenship in our students by encouraging to focus on sustainability” 
(NYC DOE, 2012, p.1). Although references in the policy cite local laws, the city’s sustainability 
plan, and related municipal programs, further research is needed to reveal how the specific policy 
was shaped and whose voices, power, and interests are represented in it. Notably, the policy was 
initiated, enacted and revised by the Division of School Facilities.  
2.4 Theoretical Framework: The Actors and Factors in Policy Change 
 Of the various theories and frameworks used to analyze policy processes (Baumgartner & 
Jones, 1993; Kingdon, 2011; Ostrom, 2014), this paper relies on the Advocacy Coalition 
Framework (ACF), which provides a synthetic conceptual framework to describe, explain, and 
sometimes predict policy change (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 1999). The primary premise 
of the ACF is the idea of a policy subsystem – or arena of competing interactions among 
advocacy coalitions – through which coalitions comprised of governmental and non-
governmental actors interact to implement their beliefs in public policy (Sabatier & Weible 
2007; Henry et al., 2014). The policy subsystem is nested in other policy systems and allows 
actors of different levels of government to be involved (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). In turn, 
proponents of the AFC assert that policy change requires a long-term perspective of a decade or 
more (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993), allowing for at least one cycle of formulation, 
implementation, and reformulation. Public policies themselves can be conceptualized as belief 
systems, relating to perceptions of the magnitude of the problem as well as the efficacy of policy 
instruments (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). Based on the above principles, policy change 
under the ACF is conditioned via four pathways: external events, policy learning, failure of 
existing policies, or negotiated agreements. These pathways of policy change have been applied 
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across multiple fields, including education policy (Shakespeare, 2008; Beverwijk et al., 2008; 
DeBray et al., 2014).  
Yet despite accounting for top-down and bottom-up mechanisms and emphasizing the 
agency of actors, the ACF would be incomplete as applied to ESE because it fails to 
acknowledge the impact of global forces and global discourse on the policy subsystem. Prior 
ESE policy research indicates this line of inquiry is critical (Sauvé et al., 2005; Breiting & 
Wickenberg, 2010; Bromley et al., 2011; Pizmony-Levy, 2011). Traditional ACF also fails to 
acknowledge the impact of outsiders on the policy process – another shortcoming if applied to 
ESE. Prior educational movement studies have highlighted the importance of an insider/outsider 
dichotomy which measures the access of actors to power in the policy process (Binder, 2002).  
 In order to better analyze ESE, this paper therefore applies a global extension of the ACF, 
grounded in World Society Theory (WST). WST argues that a set of universal norms are spread 
globally, resulting in normative convergence, in particular through the intermediation of experts, 
scientists, and international organizations (Meyer et al. 1997). WST builds on the ideas of new 
institutionalism that universal models are constructed by powerful actors and consequently gain 
legitimacy. These models are then adopted by different actors and policymakers through mimetic 
processes, leading to similar norms across societies (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983). WST has made many contributions to the field of comparative and international 
education, where scholars have used it to demonstrate the growth of environmental organizations 
(Pizmony-Levy, 2011) and the inclusion of environmental subjects in school timetables 
(Benavot, 2005) and textbooks (Bromley et al., 2011).  
In addition to ACF and WST, this paper also draws on social movement theory in order 
to account for institutional outsiders and reinforce the bottom-up approach in the policy-making 
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process. Social movements can be defined as “an organized, sustained, self-conscious challenge 
which implies a shared identity among participants” (Tilly, 1984, p. 303). Policy formulation and 
implementation is one of the many outcomes and consequences of social movements (Giugni, 
1998; Andrews, 2001). Given the vast literature on social movements, this paper focuses on the 
political process model which examines the connection between institutional political actors and 
social movements (McAdam, 1999). This model is based on the idea of political opportunity 
structures (POS) or properties of the external environment that can mobilize or constrain social 
movement actors (Tilly, 1978; Tarrow, 1994; McAdam, 1999). Unlike advocacy coalitions, 
which are considered more established members in the policy subsystem, social movement 
actors are viewed as challengers or outsiders (Tilly, 1987).  
When utilized together, as they are in this paper, ACF, WST, and social movement theory 
provide the most comprehensive approach to acknowledging the global and local factors and 
actors that operate inside and outside the policy subsystem.  
2.5 Data and Method 
The research of this chapter is based on the analysis of archival documents and 20 semi-
structured interviews with different stakeholders at the city, school district, and non-profit level. 
The documents include two policy documents, nine annual DOE sustainability reports (published 
between January 2011 and January 2020), and NYC’s sustainability plans (as enacted by Mayor 
Bloomberg in 2007 and reiterated by Mayor de Blasio in 2015). The interviews were conducted 
in person or over the phone between November 2017 and June 2018. Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) approval was obtained from both Teachers College (protocol 18-073) and the New York 




Included in the expert interviews were key members in the policy-making process and 
key members overseeing the implementation of ESE programs. Respondents were divided into 
three groups: DOE (35%), other municipal agencies (5%), and non-profit organizations (65%). 
Notably, overlap exists. One DOE respondent previously worked for another city agency; 
another non-profit actor used to be employed by the DOE; and one DOE respondent is also 
active with a non-profit organization. Interviewees were part of a snowball sample, as one source 
often led to another given that each interview concluded with the following question: “Given the 
questions I asked, who do you think I should include in my interviews?”  
Semi-structured interviews were employed to maintain control of interviews via prepared 
questions, while still allowing interviewees to answer at length and in detail. The interview 
process provided background on policy documents, offered new opinions and perspectives, and 
added critical insight into the contentious nature of the policy-making process (including the 
tensions among the different stakeholders, their core beliefs, and their policy goals). Each 
interview was recorded, transcribed, and uploaded in Dedoose qualitative software for three 
rounds of coding (Saldaña, 2016). In the first round, only emic codes (or In Vivo coding) were 
used to ensure data was gathered without a preconceived agenda. In the second round, axial (or 
transitional) coding was used per guidance from Glaser’s (1987) six C’s model (context, 
condition, causes, consequences, contingencies, and covariance). This approach enabled the 
identification of causal flows and context. In the third and final round, this paper’s conceptual 
framework was applied to code all interviews (differentiating between the ACF’s pathways to 
change, the different definitions of sustainability by the actors, the political opportunity 
structures for challengers, the resources available for actors, and the implementation of ESE as 
described by the respondents). Each round resulted in thematic and analytical memos. In drawing 
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conclusions, specific findings were verified via triangulation with findings from annual reports, 
city sustainability plans, and other scholarly studies.  
2.6 Findings 
Based on an analysis of interviews and archival data, this paper argues that the 
formulation of the DOE’s ESE policy is not a response to a global discourse – but rather local 
dynamics and ESE practice. Three critical findings support this conclusion. First, the data 
demonstrate that local events and changes at the city level shape the DOE’s sustainability policy. 
The change in governance of the NYC public school system in 2002, the enactment of NYC’s 
first sustainability plan in 2007, and a shift in public perception of climate change education all 
helped to create pathways for the DOE to formulate an ESE policy. Second, after decades of 
trying but failing to directly impact city education policy, ESE activists achieved success when 
their programs and pilots informed the DOE’s 2012 policy reformulation. In this manner, local 
non-profit actors engaged in ESE were incorporated indirectly into the policy-making process. 
Third, an analysis of source documents reveals an unexpected lack of direct references to 
international declarations on sustainability and ESE in relevant DOE policy documents, the 
annual sustainability reports, and interviews with DOE respondents. Nonetheless, an indirect 
connection between the global discourse and the DOE’s policy can be found via the city’s 
sustainability plans and the language used by ESE non-profit organizations. The three findings, 
and their related sub factors, are discussed below.  
2.6.1 Local Events Shape the DOE’s Sustainability Policy 
ACF analyses help to reveal how external events – like shifts in governance and public 
opinion – can affect change in a policy subsystem by modifying resources, changing beliefs, and 
altering the power of coalitions (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993, 1999). With regards to the 
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DOE’s change in ESE policy, an ACF analysis highlights three external dynamics that played 
key roles: (1) shift to mayoral control of the NYC public school system from 2002 onward; (2) 
the implementation of PlaNYC, the city’s first sustainability plan, in 2007; and (3) shifts in 
public perception of the importance of ESE after Superstorm Sandy. Each of these events is 
examined below. 
(1) Shift to mayoral control. Like many school systems across the United States, NYC 
public schools were traditionally governed by a school board in an effort to keep them separate 
from politics (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). This changed in 2002, due in part to increased federal 
involvement in the wake of No Child Left Behind (2002), when the New York State legislature 
granted Mayor Bloomberg control of NYC’s public schools. After assuming control, Bloomberg 
set out to improve student achievement and close the achievement gap among schools and 
students from different backgrounds. This accountability-based approach, as discussed above, is 
not conducive for ESE incorporation (Gruenewald & Manteaw, 2007; Stevenson, 2007). In the 
words of a former teacher and member of the DOE’s Office of Sustainability: “Everybody’s 
pushed up against the wall, incredibly constrained for time, and scrutinized, and test scores are 
king” (Int#3). When teaching to a test, few teachers are able to find the time – or the will – to 
incorporate new subjects and new approaches to teaching and learning. 
Interestingly, however, the shift to mayoral control over public schools in NYC also led 
to increased pressure for them to comply with local laws and regulations that were previously 
ignored by the DOE. Suddenly, local laws on waste, green buildings, and water and energy 
management took on increased importance within the school system. Administrators could no 
longer ignore them as they could in the past. Scholars have argued that school districts, 
especially under mayoral control, are increasingly involved in general municipal issues (Henig, 
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2013). The implications of mayoral control are emphasized by a senior official from the Division 
of School Facilities: 
One of the signature things that Mr. Bloomberg did when he took over as mayor was get 
mayoral control. We were originally a Board of Education. And the Board was very 
independent within New York City and if they didn’t want to participate in something, 
even though all city agencies did, the Board didn’t. (Int#20) 
While this shift in governance forced the NYC DOE to comply with local laws, the policy also 
gave the DOE a seat at the table in the city’s sustainability affairs. Recall that the ESE policy 
was enacted and revised in the Division of School Facilities. At its inception, the policy was thus 
viewed from a facilities standpoint only (Pizmony-Levy et al., 2019). At that time, the Division 
of Teaching and Learning was focused on improving achievement and rolling out the Common 
Core, and was therefore hardly involved in issues of sustainability.  
 (2) Implementation of NYC’s first sustainability plan – PlaNYC. Even though local 
laws on waste management and recycling had been in effect for decades, the 2007 enactment of 
the city’s first sustainability plan changed how they were viewed and followed – both across the 
city and within the DOE. Of note, PlaNYC facilitated the emergence of the DOE’s own policy 
by creating a holistic vision of sustainability for the city, imposing DOE-specific goals and 
metrics, and fostering increased partnerships between municipal agencies.  
First and foremost, the new plan provided a holistic vision of sustainability that could 
unite across agencies, interests, and boroughs: “The concept of ‘sustainability’ brings together 
economic, social and environmental considerations precisely because these goals are inter-
related” (City of New York, 2007, p. 142). This broad vision allowed for additional changes 
within schools, as noted by a sustainability activist interviewee: 
 
 48 
But, overall, his [Bloomberg’s] messaging was about energy conservation, water 
conservation and emphasis on PlaNYC which became One NYC. PlaNYC was 
huge in allowing and thinking about the issues. (Int#13) 
PlaNYC and its subsequent revisions also imposed goals and metrics (or “hard” mechanisms) on 
the DOE. The 2007 plan tasked municipal agencies – like the DOE – to accomplish 127 specific 
goals. As a lead agent in a number of PlaNYC initiatives, the DOE was required to collaborate 
with other municipal agencies such as the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), the NYC 
Department of Citywide Administrative Services (DCAS), and the NYC Department of 
Environmental Protection (DEP). A senior official interviewee from the Division of School 
Facilities explained the process as follows: 
There was always an agency that had primary responsibility for something like that, 
so the Million Trees program and the School—the Million Trees came directly from 
the Mayor’s Office, but the Schoolyards to Playgrounds program was a Parks 
initiative, and they were funded for that but they gave us the money because of who 
we are. The DOE is in every neighborhood, touched so many people, and when city 
agencies get these initiatives and these responsibilities, they look to us to help them 
meet their goals. (Int#20)  
Later iterations of the city’s sustainability plan provided more measurable goals with regards to 
waste management and conservation. These metrics are used as guidelines by the DOE’s Office 
of Sustainability. This direct effect can be seen in the DOE’s annual sustainability reports, which 
are now filled with references to local laws and the city’s sustainability plan and goals.  
Finally, the city’s sustainability plan created relational transformations (or “soft” 
mechanisms) to increase partnerships between municipal agencies. In response to PlaNYC 
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requirements, working groups and collaborations between the DOE and other municipal agencies 
have become common. Certain city agencies now even have staff dedicated to NYC school 
issues. The DOE’s Office of Sustainability is also partly funded by other agencies. As a result, 
some educational programs in schools focus solely on recycling, composting or energy reduction 
and are funded and organized by other municipal agencies. 
Annual sustainability reports for the DOE highlight agency partnerships that are now 
essential for successful sustainability initiatives, including: The Mayor’s Office of Long Term 
Planning, the NYC Department of Sanitation, the NYC DPR, and DCAS (NYC DOE 2010-2011 
Annual Recycling Report; NYC DOE Sustainability Report 2011-2012). Still, despite this 
increased reliance on other agencies, tensions do occasionally exist, as noted by an interviewee 
from the DOE’s Office of Sustainability: 
We have relationships with other city agencies that are our partners, but I think we 
play well in the sandbox with them, but it’s not necessarily that we share a common 
goal because we have to, if that makes sense… Sometimes it feels adversarial 
because they want to micro-manage us and we don’t have to report to them. They’re 
an agency just like we are. (Int#5) 
Despite these tensions, the implementation of PlaNYC – and the subsequent rise in inter-
agency relationships – proved essential to the emergence of the DOE’s own sustainability 
plan. 
(3) Shifts in public perception after Superstorm Sandy. External events can shift 
public attention, and therefore resources, to or away from a policy subsystem (Sabatier and 
Jenkins-Smith 1999). In 2012, NYC was devastated by Superstorm Sandy – sustaining $19 
billion in damages and lost economic activity (City of New York, 2015). Although there is no 
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specific research documenting the hurricane’s impact on public opinion, many other studies 
reveal that locally experienced storms and weather events shape regional views on climate 
change (Miller et al., 2014; Funk & Hefferon, 2019). Notably, local weather changes or personal 
experiences with weather events (such as Sandy) are more influential in shaping perceptions than 
declining glaciers and polar ice (NSEE, 2019). 
Respondent interviews confirm ESE became more acceptable and legitimate in NYC in 
the wake of Sandy’s destruction. The storm transformed the conversation around climate change 
education in the city, unlocking more local funding for ESE. Several interviewees viewed the 
event as a tipping point in the local culture around global warming. In the words of the founder 
of a non-profit organization and sustainability education program director: 
Sandy … changed completely people’s vision of what’s climate change and the 
need of thinking and acting differently… And people started to be concerned, and 
then we could start talking about climate change. And that’s so interesting how that 
has impacted the openness for funding, for public funding. So, the boroughs, the 
city of New York has allocated more funding into this type of program. (Int#2) 
The association of local weather events with climate change also motivated non-profit actors to 
increase climate literacy access for all students, as noted by an activist interviewee: 
A lot of our schools, our partner schools right now are schools that were seriously 
impacted by Sandy, and so in particular those kids have a right to that education 
and they’re not really getting it… That’s what I think, and certainly all the kids in 
New York City as a coastal city deserve to have this education. (Int#19) 
After Superstorm Sandy, ESE became a more legitimate strategy to tackle climate change 
as seen through Mayor de Blasio’s 2015 iteration of the city’s sustainability plan, OneNYC. The 
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revised plan highlights the importance of environmental education, and adds a vision of a 
resilient city facing the risks of rising sea levels, increased temperatures and precipitation, and a 
growing likelihood of more intense storms. OneNYC specifically references environmental 
education as tool by which the city will transform itself:  
The City will continue to provide environmental literacy programs to support the 
next generation of environmental stewards and to ensure widespread awareness of 
the environmental impact of OneNYC sustainability initiatives (City of New York, 
2015, p. 213). 
In this manner, the colossal impact of Superstorm Sandy (along with the implementation of the 
city’s sustainability program and the shift in mayoral control) helped to pave the way for the 
DOE to forge its own ESE policy. It shifted the policy beliefs of the ESE advocacy coalition.  
2.6.2 Negotiated Policy Reformulation and ESE Policy Goals 
Further analysis of the compiled data reveals a second major theme: the process that 
produced changes in the DOE’s reformulated 2012 policy was based on the activities and 
programs of local actors and ESE activists. The revision process to clarify the roles of the 
sustainability coordinators and broaden the scope of ESE activities took almost two years to 
complete (DOE Annual Sustainability Report 2011-2012; 2012-2013), during which time 
policymakers were instructed by Mayor Bloomberg to implement and test pilot programs before 
making official district-wide policy changes. Although this approach was not specifically limited 
to issues of sustainability at the DOE, the process nonetheless greatly impacted the reformulation 
of the DOE’s sustainability policy. Programs and activities such as the City’s Million Trees 
Program, the Green Cup Energy Challenge, and DSNY’s composting pilot programs all found 
their way into the revised policy – reflecting what was already happening in the district. 
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Regarding the DOE’s revised ESE policy, local actors and activists specifically brought about 
change via: (1) negotiated policy reformulation, and (2) ESE policy goals.  
 Negotiated policy reformulation. The 2012 policy revision was necessarily shaped by 
different stakeholders through a participatory process. This group included representatives of 
school facilities, city agencies, other DOE divisions such as school food, school construction, 
and communication, as well as members of non-profit organizations engaged in ESE (DOE 
Annual Sustainability Report, 2014-2015). Because policy priorities varied, the reformulation 
was negotiated among the different stakeholders as each advanced their own policy beliefs and 
sustainability interpretations. While most actors in NYC do not question the concept of 
sustainability and align in their core beliefs, their policy beliefs vary according to the 
organization they represent. At times, these differences led to tension amongst the participants, 
as explained by a senior official of the DOE’s Division of School Facilities: 
You talk to somebody in DCAS and sustainability is energy conservation. You talk to  
somebody in Sanitation, sustainability is recycling. You talk to somebody at DEP, 
it’s water conservation. Everybody has a different idea of what sustainability is. 
(Int#20) 
From the beginning, the sustainability initiative intended to foster collective change, provide 
accountability to the department’s sustainability director, and include an educational component. 
This intention is corroborated by the first annual report of the Office of Sustainability: “It takes a 
team, and buy-in from all stakeholders at the school community to make sustainability efforts 
successful” (17). The ensuing policy therefore may seem vague, even weak, and includes a 
variety of concepts, and activities related to sustainability that reflect the different policy beliefs 
of the actors.  
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However, one of the missing voices is that of the NYC DOE’s Department of Curriculum 
and Teaching. Remember how they were caught up in the implementation of the Common Core 
between 2010 and 2014 focused on standards and measuring achievement. As a result, the 
findings of this report reveal that many educational pilots or curricular programs in ESE were 
inspired by the actions and programs of ESE activists, most of whom operate as non-profit 
organizations and were not formally involved in the policy formulation process. But these actors, 
and their negotiations, helped shape today’s ESE policy. The same local dynamic events that 
contributed to the ESE policy subsystem within the DOE, such as PlaNYC and the shift in public 
perception of ESE after Sandy, also provided opportunities for actors outside the policy 
subsystem to take part. In this way, pathways were created for outsiders to inform the 
formulation of ESE policy within the DOE through policy as practice (Sutton & Levinson, 
2001).  
Policy goals of ESE activists. The policy goals of ESE activists were also essential in 
shaping the DOE’s revised policy. This coalition of non-profits is loosely organized under the 
Environmental Education Advisory Council of New York City (EEAC) while each organization 
has its own diverse sources of funding. Their policy beliefs align with the international 
declarations on ESE such as the Tbilisi Declaration and the transformative purpose of education. 
Among interviewees, non-profit partners in ESE emphasized how their work and goals 
ultimately preceded the DOE policies that were enacted (five of the respondents have been 
involved in ESE programs since the 1970s). For much of the time, however, their focus on and 
push for green curriculum was met with political resistance at the city and state levels:  
The only green curriculum that went on in the city and the schools is basically either  
 
 54 
through the non-profits or through certain individuals who believed in it, who 
happened to be working in those particular schools. But on a mass basis, no, it 
wasn’t happening. Look, it’s never been, it’s never been happening. There’s been 
a stonewalling of it from day one, both at the state level and at the city level. 
(Int#10) 
Despite this resistance, the respondents’ goal was to have mandated, system-wide environmental 
education coordinated and enforced by a point person in every school: 
We pushed the old Board of Ed. We, we pushed the Mayor’s Office. We pushed 
Council people. Anybody that we thought we could push, and that’s what we 
wanted to have. They never agreed to it. It never was agreed to. So, when I heard 
about the sustainability coordinators, my first thought was this is wonderful. 
Exactly what we’ve always wanted, and now it’s going to happen. (Int#14)  
Yet even this achievement was met with some disappointment when it became clear that 
that no funding was allocated to the sustainability coordinator under the DOE’s policy, and that 
initiative enforcement would be weak (many principals appoint a pro forma sustainability 
coordinator without bringing about substantial change). And, despite the existence of the new 
policy, by 2016 significant shortfalls still existed: 14% of the schools remained without a 
sustainability coordinator; 32% did not respond to the annual survey, and 27% did not file a 
sustainability plan (Annual Sustainability Report, 2015-2016, pp. 8-10). A life-long activist 
interviewee expressed frustration:  
Now the question is: how to institutionalize it so that it really never has to go back 
to this? You know, if you happen to be in a school where teachers are taking it 
seriously, isn’t that wonderful? If you’re a kid who happens to be in a school where 
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nobody’s doing that, then you would just get the barest, the barest thing. You would 
not, you would not be excited by school recycling. You would not get extra lessons. 
You would not do, you know, school gardens and so forth. And so, it’s still, the 
goal is to have all this in every single school, and that goal definitely has not been 
met yet. (Int#14)  
Similarly, in spite of the lack of system-wide enforcement, grassroots organizations have run a 
variety of programs in schools for decades. These programs, many of which ultimately found 
their way into the DOE’s policy, range from citizen science projects, training student organizers, 
to professional development around climate change and sustainability issues. Accordingly, this 
study’s findings suggest that these organizations influenced new formal policy stipulations such 
as “identify green curriculum,” “how to incorporate sustainability within the common core 
curriculum,” and “how to build student leadership skills around sustainability principles” (NYC 
DOE, 2012, p. 2). Even though these actors may not have had a direct voice in the policy 
process, the success of their pilots and programs indirectly impacted 2012’s policy 
reformulation.  
In this manner, the DOE’s sustainability policy evolved from one simply focused on 
recycling and reusing resources, to a whole-school ESE approach that combines the greening of 
school grounds, the responsible use of resources, and other important educational components to 
sustain collective efforts to build knowledge and skills. Reflecting on the evolution of this policy 
and practice, an ESE program director noted: 
It started out very narrowly in the facilities direction, but then obviously has 
expanded through the sustainability coordinator position, to bring in a whole group 
of service providers that are working with teachers on curriculum and professional 
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development, and I think trying to create a more holistic approach to what the 
sustainability initiative’s mission is. (Int#12) 
What began in 2009 with local external events creating pathways for a DOE sustainability 
policy, turned into a more comprehensive educational sustainability policy by 2012. As 
demonstrated above, this reformulated policy was the product of a negotiated participatory 
process built upon the practices and pilots of local municipal partners on the one hand and non-
profit educational programs on the other hand. Each of these factors and actors were instrumental 
in helping to reshape the educational component of the DOE’s revised 2012 policy – yet 
surprisingly, a direct link to the global discourse surrounding sustainability and ESE is missing.   
2.6.3 The Indirect Role of Global ESE Discourse 
Past research on ESE policies highlights the importance of international declarations on 
environmentalism and sustainability, often reflected in policy documents or textbooks (Frank et 
al. 2000; Bromley et al. 2011, Benavot, 2005). This study, however, finds that international 
declarations were not directly influential in the formulation of the DOE’s ESE policy. This 
finding is surprising in light of prior research – and particularly so given the DOE’s location in a 
global city that plays a key role in international networks on climate change and resilience (C40 
and 100 Resilient Cities) and is home to the United Nations. Regardless, this study’s analysis 
reveals that DOE policy documents and annual sustainability reports do not cite or reference the 
global discourse on sustainability and ESE. Nor did interviewed respondents from the DOE 
make any such direct links. 
Yet despite this lack of specific direct connections, this paper argues there are 
nonetheless indirect links between the DOE’s sustainability policy and the global discourse on 
environmentalism and sustainability. First, at the city level, the sustainability plan emphasizes 
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global issues such as climate change and responsible management of resources. In particular, 
PlaNYC from 2007 highlights the global challenge posed by climate change and provides a 
definition of sustainability that underlines the inter-relatedness of people, planet, and prosperity:  
One challenge eclipses them all: climate change…The sheer scale of our city means 
that New York emits nearly 0.25% of the world’s total greenhouse gases; becoming 
more efficient will have a tangible impact . . . Now is our opportunity to define the 
role of cities in the 21st century – and lead the fight against global warming. (City 
of New York, 2007, p.131).  
In turn, as a result of the city plan’s holistic vision, the DOE’s Office of Sustainability attempted 
to broaden the scope of its own policy. One of the policymaker interviewees explained how 
sustainability was transposed from the PlaNYC to the DOE’s revised policy:  
I thought about sustainability in four pieces, and this is how the plan [PlaNYC] and 
the vision was split into four. I wanted to see energy conservation, I wanted to see 
recycling, these are all environmental, and I also wanted to see ecology, which was 
all the gardens and trees and the water piece was ecology, and then support all of it 
with curriculum. (Int#16) 
OneNYC, the 2015 iteration of the city’s sustainability plan, goes even further in 
redefining the goals of the plan to create a city that is “just and equitable,” “a global leader in the 
fight against climate change,” and “ready to withstand and emerge stronger from the impacts of 
climate change and other 21st century threats.” These plans are similar to the goals expressed in 
the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development 
Goals, and encompasses a definition of sustainability that is environmental, economic, and 
social. Given that both the 2012 DOE policy and most of the annual sustainability reports refer to 
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the city’s sustainability plan, the influence of international declarations on the city’s 
sustainability plan therefore indirectly informs the DOE’s sustainability policy. With an initial 
DOE sustainability policy narrowly focused on local waste management issues, the iteration of 
the policy in 2012 broadened its scope from the local to the global through referencing the city’s 
sustainability plan and the educational programs by partner organizations whose ideas and 
educational activities align with a global discourse around sustainability and ESE.  
Second, the language used by the non-profits engaged in ESE in the interviews also 
mimics the global ideas around a broader definition of sustainability. When asked to define it, 
the responses included care for all living things, the importance of social justice and decent 
living conditions, and thinking about a way of life that does not prohibit future generations from 
continuing to live and thrive. Several non-profit activists referred directly to the Tbilisi 
Declaration on EE or the Brundlandt definition of sustainability that encompasses social, 
economic and environmental dimensions (UNESCO, 1978; WCED, 1987).  
Also, in describing their activities, most interviewees from non-profit organizations 
talked about project-based, hands-on, place-based learning or activities that elevate students to 
leadership positions. These activities include citizen science projects, advocacy education, food 
justice programs and professional development on how to introduce themes of sustainability in 
the classroom. The founder of one of the organizations involved from the beginning with the 
DOE in training teachers and sustainability coordinators elaborates:   
Some [schools] are catching on to the benefits of not just the content of sustainability, but 
really even more so the pedagogy of sustainability, so that place-based learning, project-
based learning, and problem-based learning connected to real community issues (Int#12). 
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With an initial DOE sustainability policy narrowly focused on local waste management 
issues, the iteration of the policy in 2012 broadened its scope from the local to the global through 
referencing the city’s sustainability plan and the educational programs by partner organizations 
of the DOE in environmental and sustainability organizations whose ideas, educational activities 
and policy beliefs align with a global discourse around sustainability and ESE.  
2.7 Conclusion 
This study examines how NYC’s DOE, a local education authority focused on 
achievement and test-based results, was able to adopt an interdisciplinary ESE policy. 
Qualitative analysis reveals that this surprising policy change was informed by the practice of 
ESE and enabled by external events and negotiations. Interestingly, subsequent analysis of 
source documents indicates that the emergence of the DOE’s ESE policy was not directly related 
to the ongoing global discourse but rather a reaction to local dynamics that provide resources and 
shift the legitimacy of sustainability and ESE. This finding departs from prior research focused 
on the contextualization and adoption of international declarations at the national level (Sauvé et 
al., 2005; Breiting & Wickenberg 2010).  
Instead, as this study demonstrates, the pathway to initial policy change is created by 
external events – specifically mayoral control of the DOE, the city’s sustainability plan and the 
effects of climate change felt during Hurricane Sandy. This finding joins a substantial body of 
literature that employs the ACF to highlight external events as a pathway to policy change 
(Pierce et al., 2017). The second path to policy change is that of a negotiated agreement with a 
large number of stakeholders (Weible et al., 2009). But while the ACF underlines how changes 
in other policy subsystems and public perception create resources that impact not only the 
different coalitions but also some outsiders, this study also draws a parallel with social 
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movement theory finding that although ESE activists were previously unsuccessful in impacting 
policy change and ultimately left out of policy negotiations, their programs and goals 
nevertheless indirectly informed the reformulation of the DOE’s policy in 2012.  
This “practice as policy” finding (Sutton & Levinson, 2001), and the subsequent 
adjustment in policy underlines two points. First, the gap between policy and praxis may be 
smaller than generally assumed at the local level (Stevenson, 2013). Secondly, it created a policy 
in 2012 that allows a diversity of interpretations and activities with regards to ESE. The fact that 
the policy is rooted in recycling, housed in the Division of Facilities, driven by the city’s 
sustainability plan and funded by other municipal agencies explains why some actors prioritize 
engaging school communities in energy reduction and waste management. Nevertheless, the 
relentless work of the non-profit organizations over decades continues to reshape the policy 
beliefs of the coalition. Thus, the goals for the DOE have evolved to include broader concepts of 
place-based learning and hands-on activities that emphasize issues such as food justice or the 
ability of students to impact policy through citizen science projects related to issues such as 
plastics, Styrofoam or pollution. In this sense, the 2012 is a negotiated agreement (Weible et al., 
2009) between two coalitions, one that serves the goals of the city while the other embraces a 
global discourse of transformative education. At the same time, the lack of a strict definition of 
sustainability allows all partners of the DOE to come together under the umbrella of this policy 
and provides choices for sustainability coordinators to focus on the most pressing sustainability 
issues in their respective schools.  
The study is limited to the data that was collected. Although significant efforts were 
made to collect all available data and hear all the voices involved in the policy process, it is 
impossible to interview all parties that were involved in a process of such size and duration. 
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Additionally, the findings from NYC are context-specific and cannot be generalized to explain 
other subnational or urban ESE policies. 
Nevertheless, this study makes three important contributions to the field. First, it expands 
empirical research of ESE’s complex policy processes and adds to the literature bridging policy 
and ESE at the local and urban level. This urban perspective is significant due to global 
urbanization, the vulnerability of cities in the face of climate change, and the challenges school 
districts face in educating diverse populations that may also have limited contact with nature. 
Second, this study makes a conceptual contribution by expanding the explanatory value of the 
ACF with a global and outsider perspective. Since the late 1980s, the ACF has grown as a 
framework and has welcomed testing, elaboration, and refinement (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014). 
This study responds to that call. And in doing so, the study highlights a different route to ESE 
policy that is not a contextualization of an international declaration as in many other studies (Van 
Poeck & Lysgaard, 2016). Third, the arguments and findings of this study reinforce the idea that 
school districts in the United States have become part of general purpose governance: they are 
neither isolated from their political context nor exceptional (Henig, 2013). Lastly, the empirical 
research of the policy process underscores the complex process that happens at the local level 
and exposes actors such as other municipal agencies that are not mentioned in prior research on 
ESE policies. The NYC DOE context reveals another route for ESE policies through the 
Division of School Facilities, at first circumventing the Division of Teaching and Learning, to 
then incrementally include and affect curriculum and teaching.  
Overall, the different pathways to policy change outlined in this study pave the way for 
future research in other subnational or urban educational systems, both in the United States and 
elsewhere. Further exploration of policies at the subnational and urban level is therefore 
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necessary to understand what drives ESE policies. At a time when environmental, economic, and 
social sustainability matters more than ever, it is critical to bring to light both the policies that are 
enacted at the local level as well as the actors and factors that enable local educational authorities 





Chapter 3: Taking the Expected Path vs. Forging Their Own:  
ESE Policy at DPS and PWCS 
3.1 Introduction 
Over the last five decades, enactment of environmental and sustainability education 
(ESE) policies worldwide has been uneven and limited (Ardoin et al., 2013; Bieler et al., 2018). 
Yet, numerous international organizations have not only demonstrated the severity of 
environmental degradation and the threat of climate change, they have also underlined the 
importance of education and education policies in pursuing sustainability and mitigating climate 
change (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 1978; 
World Commission on Environment and Development [WCED], 1987; Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change [IPCC], 2018). In the United States, public opinion has shifted with a vast 
majority of Americans now showing support for education policies on teaching about climate 
change, its causes and consequences for society, the environment and the economy (Pizmony-
Levy & Pallas, 2019; NPR/Ipsos, 2019; Marlon et al., 2020). In turn, students themselves have 
been advocating for radical environmental policy change, with Fridays for Future strikes 
recorded in a few thousand schools in the United States alone between November 2018 and 
March 2021 (Fridays For Future [FFF], 2021).  
In recent years, there has been increased attention to local ESE initiatives. This is not 
only reflected at the global level in proposed actions plans for education for sustainable 
development (UNESCO, 2014; Leicht et al., 2018), but also in a growing body of research 
focused on analyzing subnational or local ESE policies (McKenzie & Aikens, 2020; Aikens & 
McKenzie, 2021; Pizmony-Levy, 2021; Verschueren, 2021a). This line of work is important 
since some education systems are moving towards more fragmented and decentralized decision-
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making (Ehren et al., 2017). Prior research has identified factors that play a role in shaping local 
these policies (Pizmony-Levy, 2011; Iwan et al., 2018; McKenzie & Aikens, 2020; Verschueren, 
2021b). These variables include local sustainability efforts, state support for ESE, award and 
certification programs, and implementation work by environmental education organizations. Yet, 
these studies also point out the need for further qualitative case studies to better understand the 
situatedness of school districts.  
To fill this gap in the literature, this paper employs a comparative case study design to 
analyze ESE policies in two distinct school districts: Denver Public Schools (DPS) in Colorado, 
and Prince William County Public Schools (PWCS) in Virginia. Thus, this qualitative study 
enriches prior research by providing a holistic picture of the policy process and context. More so, 
the case study’s sample is purposive with the selected districts representing a typical and a 
unique case or outlier (Patton, 2015). In other words, DPS is expected to have an ESE policy 
based on the predictors identified in an earlier study (Verschueren, 2021b). Inversely, PWCS is 
an outlier with none of these predictors in place. The overarching research question for this study 
therefore asks how ESE policies unfold in different local contexts. What are the similarities and 
differences in the factors and actors that drive or impede these policies? 
Grounded in an Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF), the study unpacks the dynamics 
of the policy process with a long-term perspective (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 1999). 
However, this framework is incomplete to study ESE policies without a global dimension to 
account for the impact of international declarations and commitments. I therefore include a world 
society perspective to consider the influence of a global discourse around ESE (Meyer et al., 
1997; Frank et al., 2000). Furthermore, a social movement perspective is added to gauge the 
agency of ESE advocates outside of the policy subsystem, and their political opportunity 
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structures to impact policy (Gamson, 1990; Tarrow, 1994; McAdam 1999). Informed by the 
Comparative Case Study approach (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017), the study contrasts the findings of 
33 semi-structured interviews and related archival documents to forward two key arguments. 
First, there are different pathways to ESE policies, expected and forged ones. Second, there is a 
shift in momentum with parents and students emerging as policy advocates to broaden the 
existing policies at the district level.   
 This study makes several contributions to the literature. First, it expands the limited body 
of existing empirical research of ESE policies at the subnational level. Second, it strengthens 
existing ACF education policy scholarship by adding global and social movement perspectives to 
reinforce global and bottom-up dynamics in the ESE policy process. In doing so, it advances a 
Global-Local Policy Framework for future ESE policy research. Third, the article illustrates 
different pathways to policy change driven by factors and actors at different levels in and around 
the local ESE policy subsystem.  
 The paper begins with a brief overview of shifts in education policy and ESE policy 
research followed by the introduction of the two cases: DPS, PWCS and their ESE policies. The 
theoretical propositions of the ACF are then presented and expanded to include a world society 
and social movement perspective. Next, the compiled data and methodology for analysis are 
provided, followed by key findings and arguments. The paper concludes with a discussion and 
recommendations for future research.   
3.2 Education Policy in the United States and ESE Policy Research 
In the United States, the responsibility for education policy is complex and dynamic. The 
current approach to school governance is often compared to a marble cake, involving multiple 
overlapping layers: the federal, the state, and the local school districts (Finn & Petrelli, 2013). 
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While states bear formal responsibility for education, all states with the exception of Hawaii, 
have opted to provide public schooling through Local Educational Agencies (LEAs) or school 
districts. In 2017-2018, close to 14,000 districts enrolled 50 million children nationally (National 
Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2018). Though most districts are governed by an elected 
school board, the extent to which states allow school districts to enact educational policies varies 
(Briffault, 2005). Consequently, as presumed instruments of local democracy, school boards are 
responsible for enacting or rejecting the initiatives of reformers who seek to influence local 
education policies (Binder, 2002; Hochschild, 2005).  
However, this historical power of school boards in education decision-making has eroded 
over time. This can be explained by increased federal participation since the No Child Left 
Behind Act (2002) on the one hand, and –due to the marketization of education- involvement of 
the private sector or civil society and their actors on the other hand (Henig, 2013). Furthermore, 
the boundaries between school districts and other public entities have become more permeable; 
school districts are absorbed in general-purpose governments with politicians inserting 
themselves in education policy debates (Henig, 2013). As a result, scholars have questioned 
whether public preferences even receive serious consideration in the education policy process 
(Berkman & Plutzer, 2005). Applied to ESE policies, it is therefore important to explore the 
dynamic policy process and the interplay of different decision-making levels, politicians and 
other emerging actors, as well as overall public opinion. 
Until recently, however, the focus of research on ESE policies has mostly been at the 
national level. Prior international scholarship has underscored the influence on national 
education systems of declarations from international organizations. This is evidenced in 
textbooks (Bromley et al., 2011), timetables that increasingly include environmental studies and 
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ecology (Benavot, 2005), the growth of environmental education organizations (Pizmony-Levy, 
2011) and also in ESE policies (Sauvé et al., 2005; Breiting & Wickenberg, 2010; Van Poeck et 
al., 2018). These policy studies have predominantly focused on policy document analysis to 
unpack different conceptualizations and implications for practice.  
However, scholars are increasingly exploring the different layers of policy-making in 
countries across the world and the factors and actors that drive these policies (Iwan et al., 2018; 
Glackin & King, 2020; McKenzie & Aikens, 2020; Verschueren, 2021a). These include 
individual policy actors, non-profit organizations, local sustainability endeavors, shifts in public 
opinion due to extreme weather events, and eco-certification organizations. In England for 
example, Glackin and King (2020) did not find any local drivers for environmental education. A 
study of Canada’s subnational ESE policies however revealed the influence of eco-certification 
organizations (McKenzie & Aikens, 2020). This influence was also important in the comparative 
case study of green schools in Bali, the USA, and Hong Kong (Iwan et al., 2018). Verschueren 
(2021a) identified the role of the city’s sustainability plan in ESE policies at New York City 
public schools. Moreover, the study explains how mayoral agency, non-profit organizations, and 
extreme weather events shape these local policies.     
In fragmented and multilayered education systems, this line of inquiry at the subnational 
level is essential to understand the resulting policies. This is the gap this paper aims to fill. It 
expands existing empirical policy research at the subnational level or school district level and 
explores how ESE policies play out in different contexts in the United States.  
3.3 Theoretical Framework 
The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) is a framework developed in the 1980s by 
Paul Sabatier to explain and sometimes predict policy change. In the ACF, the policy process is 
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conceptualized as contentious interactions between multiple actors in a given policy subsystem. 
These actors are concerned with a policy problem, and seek to influence the process to translate 
their beliefs into public policy (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 1999). Their beliefs relate not 
only to the perceptions of the magnitude of the problem as well as the efficacy of policy 
instruments (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). In turn, the framework is based on a number of 
key assumptions. First, understanding policy change requires a long-term perspective of at least a 
decade. Second, policy change is mostly driven by individuals or policy brokers whose 
rationality is limited by experience and information. Third, policy subsystems are nested or 
overlap with other subsystems. Fourth, beliefs are conceptualized in three tiers: deep core beliefs, 
policy core beliefs, and secondary aspects of beliefs. Deep core beliefs are basic ontological and 
normative convictions; policy core beliefs are the perceptions of a policy problem and its causes, 
while secondary aspects relate to the strategies such as the choice of policy instrument and 
budget allocation (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999). Fifth, policy actors typically maintain their 
policy beliefs and preferences; they use their resources and coordinate action to become 
dominant, and impose their understanding of the problem and their policy solution (Sabatier & 
Jenkins-Smith, 1993). Based on these assumptions, the ACF recognizes four major pathways to 
policy change: 1) external shocks to the policy system, such as policy outputs from other policy 
subsystems, shifts in public opinion and/or major changes in socio-economic conditions, 2) 
failure of existing policies, 3) negotiated agreements between competing advocacy coalitions, or 
4) policy-oriented learning, or shifting beliefs about the nature of the policy problem, its causes 
and possible solutions (Sabatier, 1988; Weible et al., 2009).  
However, despite accounting for different mechanisms of policy change and emphasizing 
the agency of actors, I extend the ACF as applied to ESE because it fails to acknowledge the 
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impact of global forces and a global discourse on the policy subsystem. Other ESE policy 
scholarship has underlined the importance of such global discourse on national and subnational 
policies (Sauvé et al., 2005; Breiting & Wickenberg, 2010; McKenzie & Aikins, 2020). In order 
to better analyze ESE policies, this paper therefore applies a global extension of the ACF, 
grounded in World Society Theory (WST). WST argues that a set of universal norms are spread 
globally, resulting in normative convergence, in particular through the intermediation of experts, 
scientists, and international organizations (Meyer et al., 1997; Frank et al., 2000). WST builds on 
the ideas of new institutionalism that universal models are constructed by powerful actors and 
consequently gain legitimacy. These models are then adopted by different actors and 
policymakers, leading to similar norms across societies (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983).  
 
Figure 3.1: ESE Global-Local Policy Framework.6 
                                                
6 Note. Adapted from Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith (2007). 
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Furthermore, traditional ACF falls short in acknowledging the impact of social 
movements on the policy process. Unlike advocacy coalitions or more established members in 
the policy subsystem, social movement actors are viewed as challengers or outsiders (Tilly, 
1987; Binder, 2002). Even though power in educational decision-making is fragmented over the 
federal, state and local levels, local elected school boards and their hired district leaders make 
most of the local decisions (Roza, 2013). Social movement theorists have argued that 
decentralization of power increases opportunities for social movements at the local level (della 
Porta & Diani, 2020). The paper therefore also draws on social movement theory in order to 
reinforce the bottom-up approach in policy change and the input of institutional outsiders, as 
challengers outside of the polity or existing advocacy coalition (Gamson, 1990). This model 
draws on the idea of political opportunity structures, resource mobilization and framing 
strategies used by social movements to garner support for their agenda (Tilly, 1978; Tarrow, 
1994; McAdam, 1999; Benford & Snow, 2000). In using ACF, WST, and social movement 
theory together in this paper, I provide the most comprehensive approach to unpack the multi-
layered and global-local nature of ESE policy making at the school district level. This is 
illustrated in Figure 3.1 above. Even though the feedback loop is beyond the scope of this 
research, the extended framework captures the global and local dimensions in the repetitive 
process of ESE policy-making at the local level. 
3.4 Data and Methods 
The research of this paper is based on the analysis of archival documents and 33 semi-
structured interviews with different stakeholders at the county, school district, state and non-
profit level. The breakdown of this sample of experts is shown in Table 3.1, below. The 
documents include the school district’s policy documents or a sustainability plan, annual 
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sustainability reports, presentations on sustainability at school board meetings recorded on 
Youtube, and related media. The interviews were conducted over Zoom between December 2020 
and April 2021. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained from Teachers College 
(protocol 20-132) and from Prince William County Public Schools; all research participants gave 
informed consent.  
Interviewees were part of a snowball sample, as one source often led to another given that 
each interview concluded with the following question: “Given the questions I asked, who do you 
think I should include in my interviews?” The first interviews focused on members of the 
sustainability team and/or non-profit partners as identified on the district’s webpage related to 
sustainability or ESE.  Though the sample is relatively small, I exhausted all the leads and 
reached a level of saturation where I assumed that continued data collection would not have led 
to new information relevant to my research question. 
Table 3.1: Breakdown of Sample of Expert Informants (n=33). 
 DPS PWCS 
School District Informants  6 3 
State Level Agencies and Associations 2 4 
City or County Informants 3 3 
Non-Profit Organizations 6 6 
Total Sample 17 16 
 
The study employed semi-structured interviews to maintain control of interviews via 
prepared questions and an interview guide (Appendix A), while still allowing interviewees to 
answer at length and in detail. The interview process provided background on beliefs of the 
actors and the choice of policy instruments. It also added critical insights into the context and the 
nature of the policy-making process, and shed light on perceived factors in ESE policy decision-
making, partnerships of the interviewees, and their funding.  
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Each interview was recorded, transcribed, and uploaded in Dedoose qualitative software 
for three rounds of coding (Saldaña, 2016). In the first round, only emic codes (or In Vivo 
coding) were used to ensure data was gathered without a preconceived agenda. In the second 
round, transitional coding was used per guidance from Glaser’s (1978) six C’s model (context, 
condition, causes, consequences, contingencies, and covariance). This approach enabled the 
identification of causal flows and context. In the third and final round, this paper’s conceptual 
framework was applied to code all interviews. The third round drew on the Global-Local Policy 
Framework, illustrated above, to explore core beliefs and policy beliefs, external events 
impacting the policy subsystem, the layers of policy-making, references to a global discourse and 
social movement actors and mechanisms. Each round resulted in thematic and analytical memos. 
Every effort was made to triangulate or corroborate the findings from the interviews with 
findings from archival documents, media or other scholarly work.   
The comparison of the cases was informed by the Comparative Case Study (CCS) 
approach (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). This approach guided the analysis along three axes to 
explore “linkages across place, space and time” (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017, p.17). The analysis 
thus focused not only on the distinct locations, but also across scales and with a sensitivity for 
the history of the policies and the policy process. As a result, three dimensions were important: 
1) the contextualization of local, state and global factors, 2) the exploration of agency of actors at 
all levels, and 3) policy change over time. Before turning to the analysis, I provide the 
background of both school districts and their ESE policies. 
3.5 Background: Denver Public Schools (DPS) 
DPS is the 34th largest school district in the United States with an enrollment of 92,000 
students in K-12 in 207 schools (NCES, 2018; DPS, 2021). It is governed by a school board of 
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seven elected members and is located in the City and County of Denver (hereafter Denver) 
which has an estimated 772,000 inhabitants. The focus of DPS on sound environmental practices 
can be traced back to the early 2000s in the Facility Management department. A sustainability 
director has been in place since 2008.  
There is no formal policy document that governs the sustainability initiative at DPS. 
However, funded by a grant from the Colorado Governor’s Energy Office, a committee of 35 
stakeholders was formed in 2011 to develop a Sustainability Management Plan (SMP). The 
resulting 2012 SMP was informed by a district-wide survey and built on the existing successes of 
DPS developed with internal and external partners such as wellness committees, facilities 
managers, the City of Denver, energy partners, parents and non-profit ESE organizations. These 
successes include energy and green team leadership training, school energy audits, solar 
curriculum, community gardens, and recycling efforts. The 2012 SMP proposed a 
comprehensive and detailed plan and timeline for resource conservation (energy & water), 
environmentally preferable purchasing programs, building guidelines, waste management, 
transportation, and sustainability curriculum integration in all grade levels.  
While the goal of the plan was to formulate a vision and policy for the school district, a 
policy document was never enacted. The school district nevertheless has continued to work on 
ESE which is evidenced in the now real-time public-facing energy data systems, school building 
automation systems, community gardens in 122 schools, recycling in all schools, composting in 
49 schools and a long list of non-profit ESE partners that provide educational programs. 
Moreover, the sustainability team employs four full-time dedicated staff.  Over the last two 
years, members of the sustainability team have been revisiting the SMP with the goal to make a 
motion for a sustainability resolution and policy to give their initiative “more teeth” (DPS#7). 
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While this was somewhat stalled because of the Covid-19 pandemic, they were also joined by 
DPS high school students, organized under a youth non-profit organization, who want to lead 
this effort and work on a policy document and its subsequent implementation.  
3.6 Background: Prince William County Public Schools (PWCS) 
PWCS is the 35th largest school district in the United States with an enrollment of 90,000 
students from grades K-12 in 95 public schools governed by an eight-member school board 
(NCES, 2018). It is located in Prince William County which is part of the Washington D.C. 
metropolitan area and constitutes the second most populous county in the state of Virginia with 
about half a million inhabitants (United States Census Bureau, 2019). The county is mostly a 
suburban bedroom community for Washington D.C. but also has some rural areas such as the 
Rural Crescent. Because of the recent growth in its population, the county has also seen a 
number of proposed development projects, such as residential developments, pipeline projects, 
and asphalt plants, which have sparked opposition from local conservationists.  
PWCS developed its current ESE policy via a two-step process. The first step occurred in 
2010 when the energy conservation policy 494 from 1993 was expanded with three extra 
regulations with the goal to track energy consumption and further drive down utility expense. A 
definition of sustainability is provided in the 2014 annual energy management report: “It is the 
dedicated effort of an organization, working together, to reduce the use of finite resources”. To 
achieve this goal, regulation 494-1 requires the appointment of site administrators or 
sustainability coordinators in every school and encourages teachers to incorporate energy-related 
curriculum. Utilities operations and a recycling program was also folded into the policy under 
regulations 494-2 and 494-3 respectively.  
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The expanded policy also stipulates the appointment of an administrative coordinator 
within the Office of Facilities Services to implement the various aspects of this policy. This 
energy manager is supported by three energy education coordinators to report on what schools 
are doing and provide educational resources for schools. This has evolved into student activities, 
annual sustainability coordinator conferences, school energy challenges and place-based 
learning. Sustainability coordinators, in place in about two thirds of the schools, receive 
recertification points to compensate for their time; schools receive district funding both for their 
sustainability activities, including a compensation for supervising staff members (PWCS, 2014).  
The second step happened more recently in June 2020 when the school board adopted a 
sustainability initiative to encourage a culture change among all stakeholders of the school 
community. This initiative not only alters the topic but also the scope of ESE at PWCS. First, it 
shifts the topic from energy management and conservation to climate change mitigation and 
sustainability. The resolution specifically acknowledges that climate change is a worldwide 
threat and that human activity, and more specifically greenhouse gas emissions, is a key driver in 
this. Second, in broadening the scope of policy 494, the board prioritizes sustainability efforts 
and goals for construction standards, transportation, site-based participation in waste reduction in 
addition to its existing energy reduction goals. It also establishes both a superintendent’s 
advisory council on sustainability to advise the school board, as well as a countywide 
sustainability task force to foster local collaboration (PWCS, 2020a). Furthermore, the initiative 
requires the creation of “measurable standards of environmental literacy, to include a focus on 
sustainability for all K-12 students in PWCS” through project-based learning opportunities 
(PWCS, 2020b). Notably, policy 494 as well as the sustainability initiative are governed by the 
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Office of Facilities Services. In 2021, the name of the energy management team was officially 
changed to energy management and sustainability. 
3.7 Findings: Similarities, Differences and the Impact of the Pandemic 
3.7.1 Similarities 
DPS and PWCS show a number of similarities. The districts are both governed by an 
elected school board and are roughly the same size with 90,000 enrolled students (NCES, 2018).  
Both districts are diverse with 76% and 69% minority students at DPS and PWCS respectively, 
though DPS has twice as many students or 17% of students living in poverty (NCES, 2018). 
Moreover, both districts show a context of high-stakes testing in math and literacy frequently 
discussed in prior research (Gruenewald & Manteaw, 2007; McKenzie, 2012; Stevenson, 2013). 
As a result, a divide exists between actors who wish to maintain the status quo or policy stasis 
with a focus on standards and testing, and actors who aim for policy change to enrich curriculum 
and pedagogy with ESE. A DPS science curriculum coordinator elaborates on the context of 
ESE, the focus on math and literacy that is not only reflected in testing, but also in instruction 
time and the disproportionate number of math and literacy curriculum coordinators:  
One of the biggest challenges is that, in Denver public schools, there are required minutes 
for math and literacy. It's 145 for literacy and 90 for math or 96. And so by a sheer 
mathematical calculation, sometimes it is like you get a max of 25 minutes of science or 
social studies a day, because of the requirements (DPS#13). 
This is echoed by the education director of an environmental education organization in Virginia:  
“It's all driven by the standards. That's the bottom line. Teachers have a lot of demands on their 
time and to deviate from the requirements of what they need to teach, it is hard” (PWCS#9). 
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In exploring the policy core beliefs around ESE of the respondents, the study found that 
two thirds of the participants at both PWCS and DPS focus on resource conservation, or “using 
resources wisely so that we're not just taking resources from the future, so that our future 
generations will have access to those resources” (DPS#7).  They draw overwhelmingly on the 
Brundtland commission’s definition of sustainability or “meeting the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of the future” (WCED, 1987, p.8). A definition in the PWCS 
2014 annual energy management report corroborates this focus: “It is the dedicated effort of an 
organization, working together, to reduce the use of finite resources” (PWCS, 2014, p.4). This 
centering on resources underscores the influence of international organizations and the ideas they 
disseminate through international declarations such as the Brundtland report and provides 
support for WST (Meyer et al., 1997). In other words, these perspectives reflect global norms 
around the environment and sustainability as framed by international organizations such as the 
United Nations, and UNESCO.   
With regards to the role of education in sustainability however, half of the respondents in 
both school districts underlined the need to connect with nature and natural resources. The 
director of a non-profit organization who works with DPS explains:  
Getting students outside, getting the experiential side of it, their hands in the dirt, their 
awareness to be close to nature, and realize the inherent value of that and their connection 
to it, that in itself is sustainable because I think that’s what allows us to really feel human. 
And when we have that feeling and a connection to the greater world, then we can really 
create sustained change in our environment. To me, education really has to be rooted in 




This naturalist perspective (Sauvé, 2005) is associated with strong EE networks at the state level 
and their programs in both states. For example, EE efforts at PWCS aim to get students outdoors 
for project-based learning. Similarly, these core policy beliefs are reflected in the current vision 
of the DPS sustainability team as stated on their website: “DPS is a leader in sustainability, 
creating healthy learning and working environments that connect students and staff with the 
wonder of nature and resource conservation” (DPS, 2021).  
3.7.2 Differences in Policy Pathways 
However, in spite of these similarities, there are significant differences between the 
school districts. As explained above, the purposive selection of DPS and PWCS draws on the 
empirical analysis of the 200 largest school districts in the United States and their probability of 
having an ESE policy (Verschueren, 2021b). Based on the location of the school district, the 
presence/absence of a local sustainability plan, state support in the shape of an Environmental 
Literacy Plan (ELP) and governance of the school district, DPS had a .64 probability of having 
an ESE policy versus .14 for PWCS. Yet, PWCS still enacted ESE policies. The differences in an 
expected pathway and a forged pathway are summarized in Table 3.2 and further explained 
below.  
The different pathways center around four dimensions. A first and local dimension 
explores the factors that put pressure on the school districts to enact an ESE policy. A second and 
vertical dimension examines the support from the state in terms of ESE. A third line of inquiry 
focuses on the role of non-profit organizations in relationship to the school district. Lastly, a 





Table 3.2: Summary of Differences in ESE Policy Pathways. 
 
 ESE Policy Pathway 
Dimension  DPS - Expected Pathway PWCS - Forged Pathway 
   
Local Events Denver Climate Action Plan 2007 
Denver Sustainability Plan 2014 
School district initiated county-wide 
sustainability task force 
 Experienced Effects of Climate 
Change 
 
   
State Support  Colorado Environmental Education 
Plan (formal ELP) 
Gubernatorial influence: codified 
Meaningful Watershed 
Environmental Education, Go Green 
Va., Virginia Naturally 
   
Role of Non-Profit Organizations Extension of capacity through 
increased external resources - 
cooptation 
Students and parents extending 
framing: Net-zero schools – Fossil 
Fuel Free Schools Campaign – 
Local environmental literacy plan 
   
Policy Change From Environmental Services 
(2000s) to a negotiated agreement or 
the Sustainability Management Plan 
(2012) 
Policy learning: from fiscal 
stewardship to a formal 
Sustainability Initiative with 
division-wide environmental and 
sustainability literacy (2020) 
Notes. Sources: Web Scan January 2020; Interviews February- April 2021 
DPS 
 Local Events: Sustainability and Climate Action Plans & Public Opinion. Denver’s 
efforts around climate action and sustainability date back to 2006 when Mayor Hickenlooper 
signed Greenprint Denver, a five-year, city-wide plan that sought to reduce global warming 
emissions by 20 percent through a wide range of energy efficiency measures. This plan has been 
updated several times since, most recently in 2019 when Mayor Hancock signed bill 19-1177, 
establishing the Office of Climate Action, Sustainability and Resilience (OCASR). OCASR 
continues to oversee the 80X50 Climate Action Plan form 2014 with its 24 sustainability goals. 
The office’s mission is to “act with urgency to proactively mitigate climate change by advancing 
strategies to reduce greenhouse gas emission on a scale and timeline that align with the 
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recommendations from the IPCC” (City of Denver, 2019, p. 1). A junior member of OCASR 
underlines this sense of urgency:   
I feel the talk about [sustainability] is more prevalent now and this office, this CASR office is 
really going to explode. We are 20 people now, it's going to be 40 eventually. So, the pace is 
picking up and it is going to be funded every year. (DPS#2)  
This focus of Denver on climate action and sustainability has resulted in an increase in 
available resources and closer collaboration. Indeed, most of the Denver respondents in this 
study at the district, city or non-profit level mentioned some form of collaboration with the city. 
Thus, both the school districts and non-profit actors benefit from resources available under the 
city’s sustainability plan to mobilize for action.  
Nevertheless, tensions remain between the city and the school district because of the 
dispensations from local laws that DPS enjoys. Scholars have argued that the strongest imprint 
on education governance structure has been left over from the Progressive Era when it was 
deemed important to keep politics out of education (Finn & Petrilli, 2013). The resulting 
education exceptionalism has lasted for almost a century, reserving decision-making powers for 
the district (Henig, 2013). DPS still is exempt from many local laws. A senior member of the 
sustainability team elaborates on this tension: 
The City and County of Denver, they have quite robust sustainability plan and goals that 
they're trying to hit and given that we're the second largest footprint, them being the first, 
we're the second. Certainly, we are trying to be a good neighbor and work with them on that. 
So, some of that drives what we do. But we aren't governed by them. (DPS#5)  
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With a clear relationship between a sustainability plan and political resources, the impact of 
these efforts on DPS -though somewhat mitigated by the district’s special status as a state 
agency- has been consistent for more than a decade.  
In addition to the influence from the city of Denver’s sustainability endeavors on the 
school district, public opinion and policy beliefs have shifted due to weather events. Extreme 
weather events are external events that can redirect public attention, and therefore resources, to 
or away form a policy subsystem (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999). Colorado recorded the 
largest forest fires in its history in 2020 with a total of 625,000 acres burning across the state 
(Finley, 2021, April 8). Compiled with reduced snowfall and recurring droughts over the last 
decades, respondents highlight how Denver experiences the effects of climate change. An 
education director of an ESE non-profit confirms: “There's less consistent snow. Wildfires are 
huge. Especially last year, the wildfire season was insane” (DPS#14). This is corroborated by the 
Yale climate opinion maps showing that 75% of respondents in Denver (or 9 percent higher than 
the national average) agree with the statement that global warming is affecting weather (Marlon 
et al., 2020). Moreover, the vast majority or 84% of Denver residents (or 5 percent above the 
national average) also show strong policy support for the idea that schools should teach about 
global warming (Marlon et al., 2020).  A curriculum coordinator with the school district 
confirms this shift in policy beliefs of the DPS community:  
There were some more conservative members of the state school board that felt that 
[climate change] was still a matter of opinion and should not be taught as fact. And that 




The direct experience with changed weather patterns, especially in recent years, thus has shaped 
growing support for ESE policies. This support is also evident at the state level.  
State Support: Environmental Literacy Plan. Initiated by the Colorado Alliance for 
Environmental Education (CAEE), the state Board of Education adopted the Colorado 
Environmental Literacy Plan (CEEP) in 2012 to leverage resources to advance environmental 
literacy state-wide. However, the implementation of this plan is entirely up to each school 
district. A science curriculum coordinator from DPS comments: “I have received invitations to 
some environmental education initiative from the state. It hasn't worked out that I've been able to 
attend. They're not mandatory and we're not beholden to the environmental education standards” 
(DPS#10). Most of the DPS respondents in the sample were unaware of this state initiative. An 
environmental educator involved in the development of the plan underlines the idea that 
Colorado is a local control state: not only is most of the decision-making reserved for the school 
district, the state also does not have the funding to implement such plan:  
[B]ut having a plan in the state creates a level of credibility in terms of just creating extra 
impetus and having that little extra backup for a teacher who wants to do [EE] and needs 
to convince their principal that we should be doing this. It was an extra little push. 
(DPS#9) 
As a result, even though the state endorsed an ELP, this plan is not binding for any of the 
Colorado school districts. However, it provides legitimacy or credibility for ESE programs, as 
well as resources for teachers in their classrooms.  
The Role of Non-Profit Organizations. As described above, the political climate in 
Denver is stressing the urgency in climate actions and sustainability. Both the state and the city 
have provided resources to take action, which has also generated grants and funds for non-profit 
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partners of DPS for continued mobilization (McCarthy & Zald, 1977). These non-profit partners 
are somewhat institutionalized into the district through Memoranda of Understanding.  This 
process of cooptation however carries the risk of adopting the values and logic of the institution 
(Tarrow, 1998). Nevertheless, this political urgency at the city level has also provided local 
political opportunities for students. In Denver, Fridays for Future (FFF) recorded student 
ongoing strikes between March 2019 and April 2000, with a peak on September 20, 2019 of 
2000 students (FFF 2021). As members of a global movement, these students have been looking 
for local ways to protest and bring about change. Organized under a non-profit organization 
since 2019, more than 500 Colorado students are working on initiatives in different school 
districts and projects with the City of Denver.  
Among them, a group of DPS students is taking the lead in proposing a new board 
resolution. In networking with school districts where students have been successful in changing 
policy, such as Salt Lake City Public Schools, the DPS students aim to craft a broad policy 
proposal for the board of education. In framing their goals however, the students are advancing 
an environmental justice and systemic perspective, and a plea for renewable energy. This 
framing is more socially critical and systemic (Sauvé, 2005) and broadens the vision and focus 
on resources and outdoor education that the sustainability office has advanced so far.  A senior of 
the Department of Facility Management interprets the goals of the students as follows:  
They're coming forward with this board resolution, because they do want more 
sustainability practices, not only from like the operational side, but actually having real 
world experience and having projects in their classrooms. So that's what that effort is really 
working towards. (DPS#7) 
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Though no policy change has taken place yet, the students aim to impact the ESE initiative at 
DPS and are insisting on driving this change.  
Policy Change Over Time. In looking back at the SMP of 2012 and the lack of a policy 
document enacted by the school board, a member of the SMP executive committee in 2011-2012 
explains:  
We had great collaboration. In facilities, we believe that collaboration is necessary for 
any vision to be realized. We did not have any push back from the Board and have not 
had any push back on any of our sustainability efforts. I think that because we have a 
very trusting District that empowers its leaders to work in the best interest of the District. 
We just didn’t push for Board action at the time. (DPS#5)  
The 2012 SMP was a negotiated agreement with a large number of stakeholders (Weible et al., 
2009). Nevertheless, the sustainability team feels that to move forward, a policy document with 
“more teeth” is necessary (DPS#7). Funding, capacity and proper communication to establish the 
roles and responsibilities for everyone in the district remain concerns in moving forward. With 
the recent involvement of students in the policy reformulation, the sustainability team is acting as 
policy brokers, or actors whose dominant concerns are keeping the level of political conflict 
within acceptable limits to reach reasonable solutions to the problem (Sabatier 1988, p. 141). A 
director of the youth organization explains how the students are aware of the challenges and 
concerns of the school board and administration:  
I think it's really around the timeline, making a realistic timeline that people are 
comfortable with that's pushing and really promoting that change, but in a realistic sense 
of, we have four people [at DPS] doing this and also, we don't know what funding looks 
like right now. (DPS#15)   
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What stands out from the findings however is that the students, more than anything, want to be 
engaged both in the policy process and the implementation.  
Summary. DPS is not only located in a city with a strong focus on sustainability and 
climate change, it also has experienced droughts, forest fires and reduced snow fall which has 
shifted public opinion to support climate action and related education policy. Moreover, an ELP 
at the state levels supports the district in its ESE initiatives. While local control allows the 
district to somewhat navigate and mitigate these influences, the district is on an expected policy 
pathway with the help of a large network of internal and external partners.    
PWCS 
Local Events: Towards a County-Wide Sustainability Task Force. To date, Prince 
William County does not have a sustainability plan in place at the county level. However, the 
PWC board of supervisors passed a climate resolution in November 2020 that sets specific goals 
for greenhouse gas emission reduction and renewable sources of energy, and acknowledges the 
role of education in climate action. Prior to this resolution, the county focused on conservation. 
“The county is literally at the very beginning of its sustainability efforts”, said a member of the 
board of supervisors (PWCS#15). This can be partially explained by a shift in county 
governance: in the 2019 county elections, democrats took control of the Prince William Board of 
Supervisors after defeating three Republican incumbents, reflecting policy preferences for issues 
such as tolerance towards immigrants and the protection of rural areas from further development 
(Olivo & Tan, 2019, November 5). As a result, PWCS has not been pressured by any local 
politics or policies enacted at the county level to pursue ESE policies. As a matter of fact, the 
school district has been more aggressive in its endeavors than the county and has even led efforts 
to set up a joint committee to work on sustainability issues county-wide. 
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In addition, respondents from PWCS also expressed that the county has not experienced 
amplified storms or weather events as a result of climate change. A parent and non-profit activist 
comments:  
It’s not something that they see as clearly here. We do see flooding sometimes. We are 
fairly sheltered compared to a lot of other places. There are farmers in the West side of 
the county; they have flooding of their crops. They are seeing it. Pockets of people are 
seeing it. (PWCS#1) 
This overall lack of experience with weather effects from climate change in the county is 
reflected in a public opinion poll that shows that only 66% of respondents in Prince William 
County agree with the statement that global warming is affecting weather (Marlon et al. 2020). 
This is 9 percent lower than respondents in Denver or two percent above the national average. 
Nevertheless, in spite of this absence of pressure on the school district at the local level, the 
district has initiated a county-wide task force to work on issues of sustainability. This illustrates 
the multi-directionality of ESE policies and the synergies at the local level.  
State Support: Gubernatorial Influence. At the state level, the Virginia Board of 
Education did not adopt an official ELP to support or enforce systemic incorporation of ESE at 
the local educational district level. Respondents from agencies at the state level were quick to 
point out that, based on principles of local control and site-based management, the state does not 
have the power, the capacity nor the funding to initiate or implement such initiative. A senior 
officer at the Virginia Board of Education explains: 
Because we are a locally controlled state, the state can do the standards and the 
superintendents sign off that the standards are being taught, otherwise [the state] does not 
have a lot of control to be able to implement things like that statewide. It can provide 
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professional development. It can provide resources and such like that. But in terms of an 
environmental literacy plan, at this point, there's no discussion because of lack of funding 
and time commitment from state agencies. (PWCS#7) 
However, three critical initiatives at the state level have provided substantial support for ESE at 
the local level: (1) a school certification program, “Virginia Naturally”, instituted in 1999 by 
Governor Gilmore to recognize efforts of schools in greening buildings and curriculum and, (2) 
Go Green Va. , an award and certification initiative , and (3) the Meaningful Watershed 
Educational Experiences launched in 2014 by Governor McAuliffe to provide learner-center 
experiences that explore local environmental issues. Two of these efforts were initiated by 
Virginia governors and underline the agency of politicians in support for EE and ESE. I explain 
the programs below to illustrate how initiatives other than state endorsed ELPs can create an 
impetus for and validation of ESE policies.  
Virginia Naturally is an environmental education program administered by the 
Department of Game and Inland Fisheries. It recognizes the efforts of schools in whole-school 
efforts to ESE or more specifically with regards to administrative support, professional 
development, resource conservation, meaningful field experiences, outdoor classrooms and 
community partnerships. The program is mindful that some schools have fewer resources but 
recognizes any efforts in moving forward with environmental education and stewardship. “And 
as long as [the schools] continue to move forward it is not up to the state to determine how fast it 
should move and what resources they need to expend to do that” (PWCS#3), explains a state 
agency official. Similarly, Go Green Va. is an initiative sponsored by the Virginia School Board 
Association that provides different levels of “green school” or “green school division” awards 
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and certifications when presented with documentation towards environmental stewardship, 
energy management and indoor air quality. 
The Meaningful Watershed Educational Experience (MWEE) on the other hand, is a 
crucial component of the Chesapeake Bay Watershed Agreement, signed by Governor McAuliffe 
in 2014. One of the ten goals to advance restoration and protection of the Bay watershed is the 
environmental literacy goal to “enable every student in the region to graduate with the 
knowledge and skills to act responsibly to protect and restore their local watershed” (Chesapeake 
Watershed Agreement, 2014, p. 13). In Virginia and thus at PWCS, MWEEs have become the 
cornerstone of systemic environmental education; they have been intentionally codified and tied 
into the science curriculum standards to ensure staying power. A member of the Virginia Science 
Education Leadership Association further clarifies: 
I think most science teachers see value in getting kids outdoors and learning about the 
environment and developing the relationship with their environment around them. So that 
hopefully we're instilling the love and the desire to protect it or care for it. So, because we 
have this MWEE, every time they try to cut it, I can come back and say, "We can't." The 
governor says so, and this gives us protection. And that has enabled us to further develop 
it. (PWCS#14) 
MWEE has been an important tool for students to explore project-based learning and connecting 
with local issues. An environmental education activists argues: “Environmental literacy or 
environmental education is really the best, most accessible opportunity to practice 21st century 
learning skills: communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and creative thinking” 
(PWCS#6). The program has exposed students to action research and the monitoring of the 
current environmental status in a very local way. Moreover, the National Oceanic and 
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Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has emerged as one of the main funders of watershed 
programs to support local school districts in this undertaking. The above initiatives underscore 
that support from the state is not limited to an ELP but can come in different forms as well.   
The Role of Non-Profit Organizations: Extension of Frames. Framing the districts’ 
sustainability efforts as a business case with substantial savings has resonated with all board 
members over time. Yet recently, parents and students as outsiders of the policy subsystem 
(Gamson, 1990) and climate activists have opened a dialogue with the sustainability team and 
the board of education for a more radical agenda.  
Based on the findings, I argue that the organization of these activists in non-profit 
organizations and framing strategies have helped them in reaching their policy goals. First, 
parents and students mobilized, set up non-profit organizations and rallied at school board 
meetings, initially with a Fossil Free Schools campaign, then with information about other 
school districts with net-zero schools and environmental literacy. A community organizer 
explains the strategy:  
And we started showing up a school board meetings to tell them what we wanted what 
we needed and what the kids wanted. Because it is really about them. And we also started 
meeting with [the board members] in person, and then eventually virtually. It was a 
continuous thing. The kids made some really cute valentine’s day cards for the school 
board asking for climate action and we delivered them (PWCS#1). 
Second, these community members were active on social media and organized webinars to 
inform the entire school community about not only the cost savings of sustainability endeavors, 
but also the benefits in terms of quality of life for the school children and community as well. 
These activists provided different frames to get all stakeholders on board. However, they also 
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extended the frames to include environmental justice as pointed out by a senior member of the 
sustainability team:  
And they also raised the great idea about social equity and environmental justice in the 
discussion. So that adds some color to that argument that we also want to fold into our 
thought process. We have recently started a diversity and equity training process, making 
more greater awareness about the issues that have confronted us as a nation, obviously on 
a large scale recently and long-term. But we want to fold that into sustainability. 
(PWCS#2). 
Policy Change: From Fiscal Stewardship to a formal sustainability initiative with 
division-wide environmental and sustainability literacy. Over the years, the PWCS sustainability 
team has demonstrated that a focus on energy management has saved the district $37 million 
between 2012 and 2018 (PWCS, 2019). However, based on the team’s networking with other 
school districts through organizations such as the Center for Green Schools of the United States 
Green Building Council (USGBC), as well as a research collaboration with George Mason 
University, the team thought it was necessary to broaden the scope of the office and the school 
district. Policy-oriented learning or policy learning occurs when coalition members change their 
belief systems that not only pertains to the understanding of the problem, but also to the use of 
political or policy strategies to achieve these objectives (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2017. I argue that 
the PWCS sustainability team acts as policy brokers in this shift of strategies. Indeed, the 
formulation and reformulation of ESE policies depends largely on the sustainability team or 
education bureaucrats who have the expertise and experience to advice the school board (Chubb, 
1983; Kettle, 2018). A senior member of the team explains this process:    
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We can talk about the financial benefits of doing energy conservation, but when we 
shared a slide about greenhouse gases in 2010, and the impact that the savings and the 
reduction in the energy used contributed to greenhouse gases, it was not part of the 
typical vernacular that they were using for the conversation. So, that conversation has 
morphed and now people are understanding, "Okay. I understand what a greenhouse gas 
is. I understand what the environmental impact is, and the reduction in carbon footprint." 
So, we were going through this 10-year period to get a glossary built. So, it's an ongoing, 
active dialogue. (PWCSt#2) 
Framing the districts’ sustainability efforts as a business case with substantial savings has 
resonated with all board members over time. But, as a result of the collaboration between the 
sustainability team and the activists, the 2020 sustainability resolution was drafted with 
significant input from parents and students. The sustainability team has acted as policy brokers in 
this process, providing information to both the board and the activists and managing their 
questions and concerns. The 2020 resolution not only refers specifically to the climate crisis, it 
also broadens the goals to include transportation, site-based waste management, green building 
standards, and a local environmental literacy plan. A superintendent’s advisory council on 
sustainability with broad representation will meet several times a year to advise the board and 
superintendent. These frames for collective action resonated with the wider community. At the 
June 11, 2020 board meeting when the sustainability initiative was adopted unanimously, one of 
the board members expressed: “This motion reflects what students have been telling us for a 
while”.  
Summary. The above analysis shows how PWCS has not been impacted by external 
events such as local sustainability efforts or experiences with storms that shifted public opinion 
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on climate change. However, there is broad support for ESE policies which is reflected in state 
support through the agency of governors and award and certification programs for green schools. 
These initiatives have created an environment conducive for ESE and show how an ELP is not 
the only way states can create legitimacy for EE. Moreover, the codification of MWEEs in the 
standards have resulted in systemic integration of environmental education at a few grades levels 
in all schools in Virginia, including PWCS. The activisms of parents and students and the 
resulting 2020 sustainability resolution however underline the cultural resonance of climate 
change and broader sustainability goals and the role of the sustainability team as policy brokers.  
3.7.3 Shifts in Basic Social and Economic Structures 
One category of external variables in the ACF that effect the policy subsystem are the 
basic social and economic structures that embed the policy subsystem (Sabatier and Jenkins-
Smith, 1993; 1999). While these parameters tend to be relatively stable, the novel coronavirus, 
first identified in Wuhan, China at the end of 2019, has resulted in a global pandemic. This 
COVID-19 pandemic continues to wreak havoc on daily life around the world, infecting 139 
million people, and killing 2.9 million people (Worldometer, 2021, April 15) and constitutes a 
major shock to both global and local socio-economic conditions. At the school district level, it 
has presented innumerable challenges for institutional and physical structures. Focusing on ESE 
at DPS, the pandemic has underlined the need for not only healthy and safe school buildings, but 
also the necessity of connections with nature and food resiliency. One of the DPS non-profit 
partners in their 122 school gardens explains how the pandemic highlighted the role of the 
gardens in terms of providing food and mental health for school communities:  
Last year, as soon as we saw the first glimmers of things shutting down, we were already 
in conversation with partners about: "Hey gardens are an essential resource. How can we 
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keep these open?" And with access to healthy food, especially fresh, healthy food was 
just cut off or diminished greatly, the gardens became more important for the food as well 
as for mental health (DPS#17). 
One of the City of Denver municipal agencies corroborates this statement by highlighting a 
different type of engagement: 
And I think recently in the last year there might be a bigger focus on [sustainability] with 
just more people utilizing the outdoors, utilizing the parks as a way to deal with COVID 
and have things to do during COVID. So, I think that people have just engaged in the 
outdoors a lot more than they have in the past (DPS#14). 
In contrast, in a county that spans more than 300 square miles such as Prince William 
County, in-person participation in school board meetings has been challenging. The shift to 
virtual meetings during the Covid-19 pandemic, especially virtual board meetings as a forum 
where most of the decision-making at the district level takes place, facilitated connections and 
participation of school community members. A senior member of the energy management and 
sustainability team explains:  
I think [Covid-19] advanced [sustainability]. The ability for the school board to really 
grab on to virtual meetings, which to some degree had been done before, they were more 
streamed with less participation. But that really made it easier for people who may be 
nervous about approaching a board and voicing a concern to be able to do so in a more 
comfortable setting (PWCS#2).  
As a result, Covid-19 and the use of virtual meetings as a forum for decision-making created a 
more inclusive environment and provided a platform for parents and students to demand action 
for the environment and sustainability. In both districts, the pandemic has presented challenges 
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for the facilities division in which the ESE policies are housed. Nevertheless, Covid-19 appears 
to have advanced the sustainability agenda in different ways: it underlined the need for 
connection with nature and local food resiliency for one district while improving connectivity of 
the larger community, and their policy preferences around the environment and sustainability, 
with the board of education in the other district. 
3.8 Discussion 
3.8.1 Mitigating global-state-local influences 
 The findings above indicate that with regards to ESE, school districts are influenced by a 
variety of factors and actors from the global to the local level. I have argued that there is a global 
script that reinforces norms of environmentalism and sustainability (Meyer et al., 1997). This 
script is copied, imposed or adapted. This happens directly at the school district as evidenced in 
the vision statements of sustainability teams and their focus on resources and connection with 
nature. But the refraction of the global script is also noticeable in local sustainability plans 
enacted at the city or county level, in the EE programs of non-profit organizations, and state 
initiatives supporting environmental education. Lastly, I noted how students in both districts are 
participating in global sustainability and climate action youth movements and seeking local 
opportunities for change. This provides evidence for the influence of this global script not only 
on the policy subsystem, but also on activists who in turn seek to influence the advocacy 
coalition and their strategies. This is illustrated in Figure 1 in the theoretical framework section 
above. Of note, the recent referencing of IPCC statements in policy documents of Prince William 
County, the City of Denver and the PWCS sustainability resolution demonstrate a shift towards 
evidence-based policy or policies based on scientific evidence, a trend highlighted by other 
scholars in the comparative and international education field (Verger et al., 2016).    
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However, this macro-sociological approach ignores the agency of actors and the ability of 
school districts through local control to mitigate these influences (Briffault, 2005). The case of 
DPS illustrates how the school district exercises local control and its dispensations from local 
laws to navigate the influence of state and local sustainability initiatives. In contrast, the case of 
PWCS shows how a school district takes advantage of local control to shape an initiative that is 
not imposed top-down but rather drives collaboration at the county level. This also underlines 
multi-directionality of ESE policies with policy frames circulating from the global to the 
subnational level but also circulating within and between subnational levels as pointed out by 
other scholars (McKenzie & Aikens, 2020).  
3.8.2 Different Pathways: Taking the Expected Path versus Forging Their Own  
The contextualization of factors that play a role in ESE policies reveals how external 
events around DPS influence the school district and put the district on an expected ESE policy 
pathway. Not only has there been pressure from the City of Denver since the mid 2000s, public 
opinion also indicates that the majority of people in the city have seen the effects of climate 
change first-hand in weather changes, and believe that climate change, its causes and 
consequences should be taught in school. Moreover, an ELP at the state level creates a 
supportive climate for EE in and around schools. ACF scholars however have argued that 
external shocks are instrumental in policy change but not always sufficient for policy change 
(Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993, 1999). As explained above, these external factors are 
somewhat mitigated by two factors. First, local control leaves the power in the hands of the 
district which did not adopt or integrate the CEEP or Colorado ELP in its curriculum. Second, 
the school district enjoys dispensations from local laws because of its special status as a state 
entity. Despite this weakening of the effects of the external shocks to the system, it is evident 
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from the findings that a large network of non-profit organizations, in turn funded and supported 
both by the state and the city, provide funding and capacity for ESE in Denver schools. The 
current policy, though informal, is a negotiated agreement between a large number of 
stakeholders (Weible et al., 2009). Both state and city, and their increased focus on climate 
action and sustainability provide the necessary resources for activists and non-profit 
organizations to mobilize and provide capacity for the school district (McCarthy & Zald, 1977).  
In contrast, PWCS has forged its own path. The district has not experienced external 
shocks in the form of a local sustainability plan or amplified storms as a result of climate change. 
In fact, the school district has been rather isolated in particular because of its suburban sprawl. 
However, the agency of governors, sustainability teams at the school district, and parents and 
students have set the tone for systemic environmental education, put pressure on the county’s 
sustainability efforts, and set more radical goals for the school district. Gubernatorial influence 
on the one hand underscores the importance of the larger political landscape, the idea that school 
districts are not isolated from politics and that decision-making in education has been eroded 
(Henig, 2013). On the other hand, policy-oriented learning with the sustainability team as policy 
brokers, aided by external input from activists, has resulted in policy change with a school board 
action plan that built on years of documenting energy savings and learning from neighboring 
school districts and initiatives such as net-zero schools.  
3.8.3 Shift in Momentum 
Both DPS and PWCS are currently in the process of reformulating ESE policies. There is 
however a noticeable sense of urgency and a shift in momentum. In extending the theoretical 
framework with a social movement dimension, this article aimed to provide explanatory value 
for the agency or collective actions of actors outside of the policy subsystem. These include non-
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profit organizations, students and parents who are not systematically included in the policy 
process at the district level. These actors however are influenced in turn by a global discourse on 
ESE and local politics and policies. Fridays for Future Climate strikes in Denver for example 
reflect a global youth movement. 
In both districts, students have participated in strikes and have been clamoring for 
change. In the case of the PWCS, mobilization online with the help of parents and activists 
resulted in a comprehensive sustainability initiative, including the decision to create a local 
environmental literacy plan. Students and parents mobilized through channels of online 
communication and/or webinars to forward different frames and garner broad support (Tilly, 
1978; Benford & Snow, 2000). At DPS, students have asked to take the lead in a sustainability 
resolution and are researching the best way to move forward with the board of education, the 
sustainability team and non-profit partners. The school district thus becomes a domestic 
opportunity structure for the activists to move forward their agenda. This shift in momentum and 
the active participation of youth in the policy process has the potential to shape policies and 
underline the urgency of action. 
3.9 Limitations and Conclusion 
The study is limited to the data that was collected even though every effort was made to 
include as many stakeholders as possible. Additionally, the findings of the two cases are context-
specific and cannot be generalized. Also, probes on the impact of eco-certification programs and 
international declarations were not systematically included in the interview. However, the article 
makes three major contributions: First, it expands existing empirical research of ESE policies at 
the subnational level. Second, it strengthens existing ACF education policy scholarship and 
provides an extended framework or Global-Local Policy Framework to study the ESE policy 
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process. Third, the comparative case study of ESE policies at two school districts underscores the 
value of subnational policy research to demonstrate that different pathways to ESE policies are 
possible. Because of local control, school districts can mitigate the different influences or shape 
their own policy. Lastly, the case study also reveals the emergence of parents and youth as active 
participants in the policy process at the district level. Further research however is needed to 
understand what the policy preferences are of the students and other stakeholders and how this 
comes together in policies. More case studies could also shed light on the formulation and 
reformulation process of ESE policies in other parts of the country. This could unearth factors 
and actors that may not have been identified but contribute to further educational reforms for the 





 I set out to systematically explore ESE policies across school districts in the United States 
and the factors and actors that shaped them. An ongoing research partnership of Teachers 
College with the NYC DOE sustainability office facilitated access to the core people involved in 
ESE policies at the NYC DOE. The resulting pilot study, conducted in 2018, brought to light the 
importance of mayoral control in bringing together municipal agencies, the impact on or 
importance of a school district and its buildings on the sustainability goals of a city, the shift in 
public opinion on ESE after Superstorm Sandy, and the role of non-profit organizations in 
informing policy through the provision of professional development and ESE educational 
programs on the ground (Verschueren, 2021a).  
This research approach, focused on the policy process and (f)actors in policy change, 
somewhat differed from policy document analysis and the exploration to what extent global 
declarations around education for sustainable development were incorporated in these policies. 
And with the exception of a few case studies of schools, research at the subnational level hardly 
existed when I started this exploration. I aimed to look more into the local policy process and the 
drivers of these policies. I wanted to examine how this played out in other school districts 
throughout the country. As a theoretical framework, the ACF offered not only insight in the 
workings of policy subsystems, but also provided theoretical underpinnings for policy change 
based on external events, negotiated agreement, and policy learning. It directed me to look more 
closely at shifts in public opinion, the impact of local laws, issues of governance, steering 
committees and changes in policies without losing sight of the embeddedness of the school 
district policy subsystem in state and federal policy layers.  
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I found this local or school district level to be particularly interesting in the United States 
because it includes many urban school districts. After decades of continued urbanization, these 
districts struggle with large, racially diverse student bodies with a considerable rate of students 
living in poverty and a persistent achievement gap between students from different socio-
economic backgrounds. Yet, at the same time, cities were taking the lead in enacting 
sustainability plans and local policies, not only because of environmental considerations, but also 
to create healthy environments and attract the best and brightest brains for their job markets. I 
was keen to examine how this came together in urban school districts: their sheer size or square 
footage impacts the communities around them, and ESE could change a culture and the role 
students play in the future of these cities. Indeed, the analysis showed that ESE policies are 
present in the largest, poorest and most diverse districts, especially the ones located in cities.  
In order to explore a larger sample of school districts, the idea of a web scan as an 
alternative to surveys came from other studies conducted at Teachers College on community 
partnerships (Henig et al., 2016). I found the sample of 200 school districts to be meaningful 
because it represents one third of the 50 million children enrolled in public schools in the United 
States. The database I created with data from the NCES and from the web scan was an iterative 
process. Upon much reflection and interrater reliability tests, I created a final database in January 
2020. I checked all the data three times to make sure I had the right web sites (there are a few 
school districts in different states with the same name) and that I had coded the data according to 
the predefined strategy. For the analysis of the data, I used STATA to explore the following 
questions. Is governance (mayoral control versus school board) a predictor of an ESE policy? 
Are urban school districts more likely to have an ESE policy? Does it matter if a municipality 
has a sustainability plan or sustainability website? Are school districts located in member cities 
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of global sustainability networks more likely to have a policy in place? Are school districts in a 
state with an environmental literacy plan more likely to have policy? Are school districts in a 
state with more environmental organizations more likely to have such policy? Are there 
differences between districts based on the poverty levels of the student body? Are there 
differences based on the racial diversity of the school districts? And does enrollment matter?  
The significant relationships I found between ESE policies and mayoral control, 
enrollment, city location, a municipal sustainability plan and state support not only validate a 
number of theoretical arguments but also corroborate some of the findings of the NYC DOE 
case. This reassured me that the database I created was valid and meaningful. But the 
quantitative study also begged the following questions: Did the proxies I selected capture what I 
wanted to measure? Was the study able to account for any actors or their agency? One of the 
biggest drawbacks of the web scan methodology is that it does not capture agency at all. For 
example, the number of environmental organizations does not begin to reflect the efforts of 
activists. It was therefore important to me to include case studies to further corroborate, explain, 
expand upon or nuance these findings with a qualitative analysis based on information gleaned 
from interviews, policy documents, annual sustainability reports, and media. The dissertation as 
a whole therefore is more than the sum of its parts as it reinforces the validity of the findings in 
each chapter.  
I selected two more cases based on the probability ratios (attached in Appendix C) of a 
district having an ESE policy and the principle of maximum variation. I wanted to select two 
more districts with a policy that were located in a different region from NYC, but also showed 
different combinations of the variables found to be significant. Although there were a number of 
possible combinations, many school districts did not allow research to take place during the 
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pandemic; others declined my research proposal. I lost precious time and at times feared I would 
not reach my objective. However, the final cases that allowed research still achieved the goal of 
maximum variation, and indeed provided further explanation and nuancing of my quantitative 
findings.  
For example, while both the quantitative and qualitative analyses of the data confirm the 
influence of a sustainability plan on the school district, I found that DPS manages to mitigate that 
influence because they are not a municipal agency that reports to the mayor. The NYC DOE 
however acknowledges that mayoral control changed everything and forced them to cooperate 
with other municipal agencies on the goals expressed in the sustainability plan. While the 
involvement of school districts in local sustainability plans clearly illustrates how school districts 
are caught up in local politics, the case studies show how this is also moderated by the governance 
of the school district. Another example of nuancing can be found in the relationship of the state 
and the school district. For the quantitative analysis, I selected the presence of a state 
environmental literacy plan (ELP) as a proxy for state support for ESE policies. At the national 
level, the NAAEE strongly advocates for every state to have such plan. The support in the shape 
of an ELP appears to be significantly associated with the presence of local ESE policies.  However, 
in the case of DPS, I noted that this Colorado plan is not binding and can therefore be ignored. At 
the same time, the case of PWCS reveals that state support can come in different forms: initiatives 
of governors and state eco-school certification programs provide stimulation for school districts in 
ESE efforts. Thus, while an ELP indeed provides state support, there are other instruments at the 
state level that can also foster ESE policies at the district level.  
Overall, the findings found more support for local actors and factors than global ones. 
Though it was important –based on prior research-  to account for international declarations and 
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for actors not included in the policy process, this dissertation shows that school districts hardly 
use the language of international declarations around sustainability and education for sustainable 
development, and that local factors and actors overwhelmingly shape the ESE policies. This 
hints at a disconnect between school districts in the United States and global initiatives around 
ESE. At the same time, the social movement dimension, intended to account for non-profit actors 
outside of the policy subsystem, added limited value in explaining the value of these actors in the 
policy process. The synthetized framework –though comprehensive- therefore at times felt 
cumbersome and perhaps too complex for the questions under investigation.  
Concluding, the dissertation draws the attention to a number of factors and actors that 
drive policy change in ESE and clearly shows there is value in doing research at the subnational 
level. With regards to future research, I first reiterate the call for multi-scalar research: in 
fragmented and/or decentralized education systems, exploring the subnational policies and the 
connections between policies at different layers of education policy-making is important to 
further our understanding and facilitate a culture of sustainability in schools throughout the 
United States and elsewhere. Second, while the district level policies show no significant 
differences between racially and socio-economic diverse contexts, this line of enquiry remains 
important at all policy-making levels to ensure all children benefit from ESE programs. Third, 
the rise of students as policy entrepreneurs indicates a shift in moment that research needs to 
document and explore.  
Lastly, I end this reflection with a note on positionality. I would not be the first to 
struggle with abandoning notions of objectivity in doing policy research. However, this research 
aims to provide data, ideas and arguments to further an agenda of education for sustainable 
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Questions on individual background: 
1. Would you tell me a little about yourself, your background and education? 
2. Please tell me about your role within the district/organization/agency. 
3. How long have you been in this position in the district/organization/agency? 
4. How are you involved in environmental and sustainability issues?  
5. How do you learn about environmental and sustainability education? Are there 
conferences or trainings that you attend? If so, which ones? 
 
Questions on understanding and enactment of sustainability and Education for Sustainability 
(EfS) (beliefs and framing): 
6. In your own words, please define sustainability. 
7. How do you understand the link between education and sustainability? 
8. How is sustainability and ESE defined for your district/organization/agency? 
9. (a) for interviewees within the school district: How is ESE implemented district-wide? 
(b) for interviewees outside of the school district: To what extent do you interact with the 
(public) school district?  
 
Questions on policy: 
 
10. To your knowledge, what policies are there in the school district with regards to 
sustainability and ESE?  
Probes: 
a. What are the intended outcomes/outputs of the policy? 
b. How are the outcomes/outputs reported? 
c. What are the incentives for participation? 
d. What are the sanctions for non-participation? 
11. What are the disagreements about the policy? 
12. In your opinion, what are the most important parts of the policy? 
13. Has the policy changed or evolved since its inception? If so, how and why? 
 
Questions on policy process: 
 
14. (a) for interviewees within school district: Can you walk me through the policy process in 
the school district? 
 
Probes: 
a. Who has the legal authority to make decisions? 
b. Who is consulted in the process? 
c. What are the policy decisions based on? 
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d. What or who are the main hurdles in this process? Can you give me a concrete 
example? 
 (b) for interviewees outside of the school district: Have you been consulted with regards 
to policies on sustainability and ESE? If so, how?  
 
Questions on external events: 
 
15. In your opinion, what are the factors that influence ESE policy or ESE initiatives in the 
school district? Tell me more about it. 
Probes: 
a. How has public opinion on ESE changed over time? 
b. In your district, have students been walking out of school because of climate 
change? If so, would you know how many students/schools participated? How has 
this impacted the school district, if at all? 
c. Has the school district or the area been impacted by any natural disasters due to 
climate change?  
d. How is the school district impacted by (new) local environmental or sustainability 
laws and policies? 
 
Question on resources & constraints : 
 
16. How are ESE initiatives funded in the school district? Do you feel that ESE is 
accompanied by the necessary means, tools and resources for achieving and 
implementing the school district’s goals?  
Probes: 
a. Which are provided and what is missing?  
b. How has this changed over time? 
 
Questions regarding coalitions in ESE of the school district/organization/agency: 
 
17. Who are your key partners in ESE? How does this partnership work?  
Probes: 
a. What role does the chancellor/superintendent/school board play? 
b. Can you elaborate on the role of teachers’ and other unions? 
c. Can you explain the relationship with the State DOE and the US DOE? 
d. How do you work with city agencies?  
e. How do the sustainability goals of the district relate to (name of city/county)’s 
sustainability plan? 
f. What role do the non-profits and community-based partners play?  
g. How do you work with higher education institutions? 
 
18. In your opinion, what are the challenges in building partnerships? 








20. Is there anything you would like to add that you think I should know?  
21. In your opinion and based on the questions I am asking, who are the key people I should 






Inter-Rater Reliability Assessment: Coding the Dependent Variable 
When comparing the coding of the dependent variable with those of the graduate student (who 
selected number 3 and coded every 10th district of the list in alphabetical order starting with the 
third district on the list), the principal researcher and graduate student disagreed on 4 of 20 
school districts.  The initial inter-rater reliability thus was 80%. As a result, the parameters and 
the coding were redefined as follows. If an initiative is district-wide and the language on the 
district’s website or in a policy/plan/report refers to a whole-school approach including facilities 
and educational programs for students, the initiative must include at least two of six criteria. 
 
Whole-School Approach Environmental and Sustainability Education (WSA ESE) initiatives are 
thus defined as follows: 
1. District-Wide: the initiatives can apply to all schools in the district (they may be 
voluntary but open to all) 
2. Facilities + Educational Programs: The language found on the district’s website or in a 
policy/plan must reflect that the initiatives include both  
a. the greening of facilities, resource management and/or school grounds and  
b. an educational component (in the broader sense, not restricted to curriculum) that 
engages students. 
3. Formal: The initiatives have a degree of formality and are not ad hoc. They must have 
minimum two of the following components:  
a. A web page dedicated to the initiatives 
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b. A board resolution/policy or sustainability plan or climate action plan of the 
district; 
c. An agreed upon name (e.g. FCPS GO GREEN, Sustainability in Portland Public 
Schools); 
d. A person in charge of the initiative, an email or phone number; 
e. A roster or acknowledgement of a partner or partners of the school district; 
f. A blog highlighting district-wide initiatives and activities. 
 
The result is a list of 56/200 school districts that coded as having an WSA ESE as defined above. 
This list was then triangulated with the school districts that were awarded the Federal 
Department of Education Green Ribbon (an award that exists since 2013 for districts as well as 
schools for districts with a whole-school approach to sustainability), and the list of 25 school 
districts that are part of the Green Schools Alliance District Collaborative.   
 











Notes. Sources: NCES 2017-2018, Web Scan January 2020; NAAEE 2014. 
